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Touching the Distance

For piano

Nigel Morgan

About the Piece

This is a sequence of seven studies with a
concluding ‘adventure’. It has been
imagined as a private introduction for a
pianist who would make from this written
music an extended improvisation. An ideal
performance of the work might not feature
the written sequence of music at all, but
solely what the performer(s) could assemble
from the experience of studying and playing
the notated material.

Touching the Distance is based on an
exploration of two ‘found’ (i.e. by
exploration of the hands on a keyboard)
tonalities: a pentatonic scale — a kind of
gapped locrian mode - and two 4 gapped
mixolydian modes meshed together. The
exploration is made using functions and
routines found in a computer music
environment for music composition called
Symbolic Composer. A generative function
— known as the hopalong algorithm — is used
throughout. This produces reflective patterns
similar to that made by the famous
Mandlebrot fractal. Several of the studies
use aspects of open form, which allowed the
composer in the first instance to play with
the organisation of material, but might be
explore further by the performer having
access to the original code — which was the
case surrounding the first performance. The
final adventure is a kind of collage where
material from all the studies is brought
together in an adventurous manner.

The midi output from the Lisp code for these
studies has only been modified very slightly
to avoid a small number of technical
difficulties. For the most part what appears
in notation is what was generated by
computation. Thus, the work is presented
very much in the spirit of the French pioneer
of computer music Philippe Barbaud. This
midi output may be performed as concert or
recorded piece by a Yamaha Disklavier. In
this format it has joined in concert other
such open-form works as Karlhienz Essl’s
Lexicon Sonate.
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Bars 9 and 10 or Study 6

Notes on the Score

Study 1 — presents the first tonality and
seeks to create the illusion of several voices
appearing out of the repetitive fractal-like
texture.

Study 2 — is identical to Study 1 except that
the second tonality gradually replaces the
pitches of the first tonality.

Study 3 — involves rhythmic transformations
in the opening and closing sections. In the
long middle section a new tonality is created
that fuses together the tonalities of Study 2.

Study 4 — is slow dramatic movement,
basically a long series of chords whose
harmonies have been organised using a
modulated sine wave. The chords are often
complex clusters. These clusters may be
exploded into arpeggios or the voicing
intensified by selecting particular notes as
ornaments, either acciaccaturas or
appoggiaturas. Pitches in each chord may
be transposed freely up or down an octave.

Study 5 — is a scherzo: a percussion piece
for two hands which features extensive
hand-crossing. Unlike Study 4 the cluster-
like chords that make up the study are not
arpeggiated or ornamented in any way.

Study 6 — is a rhapsodic play of figures
made of different irrational rhythms
(four against seven, five against four and
so on). Performers should concern
themselves more with realising the
visual appearance of these complex
groupings than attempting mathematical
synchronisation.
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Bars 56 to 58 of Adventure

Study 7 — is a scherzo in which the potential
of open-form composition is explored. A
small collection of material is assembled
which is presented in a series of different
transpositions of a new tonality derived from
the previous three scales.

Adventure — is a computer-compiled
selection of material from all seven studies.
A left hand part from one study may
accompany the right hand part of another..

In the computer-generated versions of this
music a Brownian-noise algorithm
controlling individual note dynamics,
articulation and rhythmic onset was used to
model expressive content. It is
recommended that performers might listen
to the Disklavier version as a starting point
for designing their own expressive schemes.

Touching the Distance was composed for
the conference ‘Leaving the 20C” at
University College Bretton Hall in 1996. It
forms the basis of ‘Getting Your Hands on
the Music’ a collaborative paper written by
Joan Dixon and Nigel Morgan.

A web presentation of this paper with
comprehensive music examples is available
at www.nigel-morgan.co.uk

The first performance was given by Joan
Dixon, to whom the work is dedicated. The
premiere of the version for Disklavier was
given at Toronto University in 1997.
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