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SHARDS

In the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York there is a remarkable collection of ancient Egyptian temples, sarcophaguses, funereal figures and all sorts of other enormous, meaningful, remarkable objects. However, what I always remember being attracted to were the small poorly lit annexes off of the main galleries where they have case after case of shards. These cases are filled with an endless array of tiny fragments: one is full of blue glass, presumably from the sorts of vase-like vessels in the adjoining room; another contains fragments with lines that might be writing or might be the curves of a decorative pattern; some seem grouped through no particular logic. I often look at these cases and try to imagine the society or societies we might reconstruct if these fragments were all we had. I think that the vast network of possible meanings and senses draws me in even more than the actual concrete ones (after all who cares about the beautifully drawn circle once it turns out to be the top of a letter ‘g’ in the middle line of a poem - you just read the poem). 

I remember reading about efforts to decipher hieroglyphics before the Rosetta Stone was discovered. One early ‘translator’ read the six signs that spelled out the Greek title “Autocrator” as “The author of fruitfulness and of all vegetation is Osiris, whose productive force was produced in his kingdom out of heaven through the holy Mophta.” While his ‘meaning’ was wrong, the possibility of imagining these potential meanings has always attracted me even more than deciphering the ‘correct’ one. Rehearsing music has often provoked a parallel sentiment. Isolated fragments of music can sometimes have a type pregnancy that is very distinct from even the most perfectly timed musical structure. Insofar as music can convey a sort of non-verbal function or meaning, specific sense depends on the entire network of relations in a piece. In contrast, however, an isolated object can be surrounded by a whole halo of virtual connections and meanings, even if only for a moment. 

Generally speaking, my recent music has tried to integrate moments of distinctness within the broader formal gestures as a way of adding the richness of specificity to the flow of a musical process in time. In Shards, I have tried to go a step further giving isolated events and musical structures a shared framework. The piece is built around a series of sections, most of which contain a small catalogue of fragments, either presented separated by silence or in immediate juxtaposition, followed by a “reconstruction” of a piece (or section of a piece) from which those fragments might have been found. One section (like the Met’s cases) stands as a repository for a set of fragments whose specific relations are left more open. The final section of the piece presents a sort of historical revision in which many of the fragments are reconsidered in the new light shed by grouping all these fragments within a single work.

Shards was commissioned by the Fromm Music Foundation for The New Millenium Ensemble.
