
of what Red Desert do, all of these pieces will be
more ‘meaningful’ in live performances.

Roger Heaton
10.1017/S0040298221000073

Stefano Gervasoni, Altra voce – omaggio a Robert
Schumann; Fu verso o forse fu inverno; Muro di canti.
Orvieto, Bacelli, Vidolin, Liuni. Kairos, 0015082KAI.

Confronted by this recording, I need to begin by
failing to define lightness in music. Concretely,
of course – statistically, aurally – it has some-
thing to do with timbre (airy, crystalline) and
register (high), and probably also with tonality-
or consonance-adjacent harmony: the sorts of
things that make poets of lightness out of
Salvatore Sciarrino, Niccolò Castiglioni and
Gérard Pesson. This is a kind of lightness specific
to music, a sensory lightness.

But there is also a conceptual sort of lightness,
a broader aesthetic condition of the sort Italo
Calvino, in his Six Memos for the Next Millennium,
pinpoints and traces back to Lucretius. This
more fundamental lightness has to do with a
sense of transcendence through mutability, of an
acknowledgement and reflection of fundamental
emptiness and instability. Not that things are not
what they seem, but that they are only what
they seem and that that seemingness is contingent
and its conditions unfixable. Calvino seems to
identify heaviness, weightiness, with certainty:
with stability, with questions answered – and, per-
haps, with fixed definitions.

It is this sort of lightness, or the opposite of this
sort of heaviness, that we find in the work of the
two composers active on this record: Stefano
Gervasoni, naturally, but also Robert Schumann,
who hovers here, sometimes in the background
and sometimes – in Altra voce: omaggio a Robert
Schumann, for piano and electronics (and an interlop-
ing mezzo-soprano) – blindingly in the foreground.
This is a lightness of indeterminacy, of holding
things open, of gazing outwards at an unknown
object; and the project of Altra voce seems (seems!)
to be the recuperation of this indeterminacy in
Schumann’s piano and chamber music.

Concretely, Altra voce comprises a suite of five
pieces for a transducer-enhanced piano (and, in
one instance, mezzo-soprano Monica Bacelli).
Each is essentially an arrangement of a small
work of Schumann’s, from the obscure (the last
of the 12 Vierhändige Klavierstücke für kleine und
große Kinder, op. 85) to the immediately familiar
(Vogel als Prophet), with the source subtly or dra-
matically supplemented, timbres alienated and

denatured, keyboard sounds electronically
detuned, implied shadows brought to the sur-
face. In the second piece, Sirenenstimme, based
on one of the op. 88 Fantaisiestücke for piano
trio, the strings sound like nothing so much as
theremins recorded long ago on a wax cylinder;
in the last, Alba mentore, the opening piece of the
Gesänge der Frühe is accompanied and inflected
by its own dissonant, frozen resonances, which
take over in a long post-Schumannian coda.
Bacelli contributes an invented (‘implied’) mel-
ody to the Verrufene Stelle movement from
Waldszenen, setting as a text the poetic epigraph
with which Schumann opens the piece. And so
on. It is difficult to know whether to call this
quixotic project a success, and that difficulty is
precisely a symptom of what I will insist on call-
ing the project’s lightness. But it is easy to admit
that it is memorable, haunting, that it calls one
back and that – even if it does not always convey
in itself the aesthetic, Lucretian lightness of
Schumann’s compositional thought – it is no
bad thing to be reminded that it is there,
encrusted under centuries of familiarity.

In his booklet essay, Gervasoni claims a connec-
tion to Schumann in the next cycle as well, Fu verso
o forse fu inverno: sei liriche de Lorenzo Calogero, for
mezzo-soprano and piano with electronics (transdu-
cers again, alongside six channels of audio through
spatialised speakers). His assertion of an homage is
enough to call it into being, of course, but does not
necessarily make it easy to locate. There is no
Schumann on the surface here. Certainly, these
songs are Schumannian in the sense that many
songs after Schumann are Schumannian – that
sense being an acceptance of the fragmentation
and incompletion inherent in the nature of the
form and its use towards a sort of psychological
realism, an inheritance from Schumann’s taking ser-
iously the destructive possibilities of the aesthetics
of German Romantic literature.

The sense of, as I put it above, ‘gazing out-
wards at an unknown object’ takes concrete
expression in a variety of ways throughout Fu
verso. The material is constantly bursting its
bounds. What could be, and would succeed on
its own terms as, a thoroughly worked-out
song cycle for voice and piano – the harmonies
lovely, the modes of interaction and dramaturgy
convincing and varied, the tone of both Bacelli’s
voice and Aldo Orvieto’s piano wonderfully flex-
ible – is continually dogged around the edges by
excess via the electronic component: whispering
voices, echoing spectral sopranos, harmonies dis-
concertingly held and artificially extended for
what seems like ages in a sudden refutation of
the very idea of pianism, sudden sounds of rain.
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At the end of the disc comes Muro di canti, at
over 20 minutes by far the longest uninterrupted
work here. Originally conceived as part of an
installation by the visual artist Giuseppe
Caccavale, this purely acousmatic piece is
centred around two fragmented, re-layered and
processed recitations (Bacelli again, declaiming,
whispering, mumbling) of Giacomo Leopardi’s
famous ‘Canto notturno di un pastore errante
dell’Asia’, with additional texts (marginalia? com-
mentary?) from four contemporary poets. This
whole discursive universe is accompanied by car-
pets of sound in which the original installation’s
construction and set-up feature prominently:
hands alongside words.

On its own, divorced from its context on this
disc and from its original surroundings, Muro di
canti is clearly well paced and thoughtfully con-
structed but not particularly memorable in its
particulars. And I cannot speak to its function
in the context of Caccavale’s installation, though
I could imagine it being shatteringly effective.
I found myself listening to it, though, as a post-
lude to the rest of this recording, as a sort of
afterimage or resonance-at-a-distance of Altra
voce and Fu verso o forse fu inverno. In this sense,
Muro di canti forms the evaporative end state
of a languorous process of dissolution and uncer-
tainty that begins at the record’s opening with
the enigmatic little moment of preluding that
Gervasoni places before the first Schumann
arrangement of Altra voce.

Three works, then, and three modes of open-
ness: three lightnesses, or maybe only one.
Within this larger frame, though, while Muro
di canti is the most ambitious work here and
Fu verso o forse fu inverno the most musically
sophisticated in a compositional sense, it is Altra
voce, the ghostly set of almost-transcriptions, that
has stuck with me over repeated listenings. There
really is something light about it, its touch, the
gentleness of its reframing even when the devices
employed are dramatic: it would not surprise me
if Calvino and Schumann were nonplussed at
first, and then, in retrospect, secretly pleased.

Evan Johnson
10.1017/S0040298221000085

Martin Arnold, Stain Ballads. Apartment House.
Another Timbre, at165.

Pointing out new trends while living through
them can be a dangerous game. Yet, health warn-
ings aside, it is becoming clear that there is an

increasing sense of focus and a receding feeling of
drama in much contemporary music. Take, for
example, Explore Ensemble’s recent Huddersfield
Contemporary Music Festival concert, which fea-
tured the work of Lawrence Dunn, Joanna Bailie
and Oliver Leith. Nicholas Moroz, director of
Explore Ensemble, stated he was ‘drawn to the con-
templative aspect’ when asked by Kate Molleson
about the relatively calm, though by no means
entirely tranquil, mood.

What binds much of this music is an inten-
tionally mundane narrative arc: gone are the cen-
tral climaxes, the long build-ups and dramatic
plateaus. The landscape of this music is
altogether more flat. We stand and stare in all
directions and ‘contemplate’ our position in it
all. By contrast, works that attempt the roll-
ercoaster rides of yesteryear can feel like
soufflés, perilously close to deflating.

No such musical tendency arrives ‘naturally’.
Rather, it takes work and advocacy. Explore
Ensemble are not neutral observers but prime
actors in encouraging this work, while the label
Another Timbre has been instrumental in giving
space to composers who might otherwise have
gone under the radar. The identification of this
tendency also comes with many caveats: there
is more than enough of the narratively moun-
tainous music still being written, while at the
same time there is ample evidence that many
of the concerns shown by the anti-dramatists
have been around for quite some time.

Such talk also always speaks from a particular
geographical location. It may be a surprise to
composer Martin Arnold, or the inhabitants of
Toronto and Canada more widely, that he is
part of some new trend. Born in 1959, his profile
in Europe has been one of whispered recom-
mendations by cognoscenti rather than high-
profile performances. Yet, there is something in
his music that feels very much in the vanguard
of what is being heard with increasingly regular-
ity in the UK.

Arnold states that standard classical repertoire –
and I would argue much contemporary music –
‘emulates aristocratic/bourgeois European narra-
tive and drama, the way that again, through cul-
tural conventions, it asserts the idea that the
composer has something to say, that that some-
thing is important, and that music is [the] only
medium through which that something can
be truly expressed’. Arnold’s music, on the other
hand, ‘doesn’t seek to take part in this emulation’.1

1 Another Timbre website, ‘Interview with Martin Arnold’: www.
anothertimbre.com/stainballads.html (accessed 26 February 2021).
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