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Chamber opera was not on the plate of most composers in the 1970s. Plasm was not only a chamber opera, but was also exploratory in several other ways: It uses handmade instruments (a double-logrithmic harp, a maple-and-glass cello, a hand-hammered gong, and differently tuned brass and glass chimes), it is performable by skilled amateurs, and it slowly discards the robes of the avant-garde for the garb of the highly ritualistic. Its three scenes consist of an aleatoric and interwoven section, an alternating rhythmic/a cappella section, and a heavily rhythmic conclusion. (This work was my first composition heard by my old nemesis Robert Moevs, and he despised it.)

* 

I began to work this through in the 1977 chamber opera Plasm over ocean, in three scenes with a text by David Gunn. The handmade instruments—an answer to yet a different question of how to produce sounds that would carry the listener forward—included a harp, two sets of chimes, a gong, and a glass-and-maple cello, all tuned to different sets of temperaments and scale distances—one-tenth octave linear tuning for the brass chimes, tempered whole-tone glass chimes, double-logarithmic-tuned harp, and standard fifths-tuned cello. I used the variety of temperaments to lift away any sense of or comfort from existing tonalities—at least in the opening scene.

In that first scene, a typical avant-garde sound predominated. But in the second scene, a very old sound made its appearance, with each line moving in its own path between points of stability. These ancient-sounding lines alternated with the double-logarithmic harp. By the final scene, the non-standard instruments were cast aside, except for hints of Maximus’s schizophrenic moments.

*

Plasm over ocean: A Note on the Form

Plasm over ocean represents a departure from the traditional operatic form. Most noticeable is the appearance of unique instruments created for the work and the use of masks in a manner reminiscent of Greek tragedy. Probably most unusual, the characters themselves play the instruments, not a detached orchestra. The main role is not sung at aH, but nonetheless a contrapuntal musical structure is achieved in vocal and instrumental combinations.

The characters in Plasm are all permutations of the central personage, Maximus: Dimmax, the frenetic diminutive of Maximus; Augmax, the languorous, highly melodic augmentations; Retromax, the speaking inversion; and Max II, the aker ego and non-reversing mirror.

The first scene, a circularly cohesive collection of Maximus’s thoughts, uses the device of the palindrome to emphasize its invertible qualities. Each of the permutations of Maximus has a part that can be spoken backward—yet each one must remain locked into responding to Maximus’s speeches. 

The second and third scenes represent other departures—they are reductions, rather than developments, of the thematic material. Unlike traditional practice, where musical ideas are presented first in their simplest forms, these fully developed materials are gradually reduced to primitive, elementany evocative musicality.

Finally, Plasm over ocean is one of those many contemporary compositions which are in many ways exclusive, not universal.

Costumes, masks, choreography, text, music, instruments and lighting have all been developed for the work as a whole—not merely this performance. Melodic lines were constructed in consultation with the performers, and instruments and instrumental practice developed in line with the potential skills of each member. In other words, this composition must be re-written for each group of musicians that attempts its performance. “His plasm over ocean yields talismanically sweet delusions of earhly cabala, tangramming the ether and nether with cryptic flourishes of cerebrally topologic anagrams.”

The Instruments

The set of Glass Chimes was the first major instrument conceived for the Dashuki Music Theatre. Originally intended for the performance of The Owl Departing, composed in 1975, the Chimes were revised and saw use in other pieces. The Chimes are drawn laboratory glass, pitched equally in a macrotonal scale, and are mounted with nylon hooks on an unfinished pine frame.

The Brass Chimes follow in number and framing the original glass set. These are different from standard orchestral chimes not only in their tuning (sixteen equal pitches 1 1/4 steps apart), but also in the way their thick walls emphasize the strong color and harmonic content of the brass. They are mounted on the frame with metal hooks.

The Hharp is of particularly unusual design, hardly related at all to the traditional instrument of the same name. Most unusual is the tone quality itself. Strongly reminiscent of the koto, the Hharp spans a wider range, comprised of sixty strings. These strings are tuned geometrically, increasing in pitch distance as they move into the treble range. The frame is maple, the pins are brass, and the sounding board is plexiglas. The strings are attached to brass hitch pins and run over a maple bridge which is mounted, harpsichord-style, to the sounding board.

The Uncello is tuned in the traditional manner and played with a standard bow, but beyond that, bears little relationship to the familiar orchestral instrument. Large curves of maple and glass make up the frame and sounding surface of the Uncello, both softening the sound of the strings and emphasizing their harmonic content—a goal, in fact, of all the instruments designed for this composition. For this performance, the Uncello has been amplified with a capacitive transducer, thus allowing accurate reproduction of the instrument’s sound.

The Gong was the last of the instruments completed for this work. It is three feet across, and made from 1/16th-inch sheet brass. The material has been hammered and worked until the familiar “rushing” sound of the gong was achieved. The center design by artist Trevor Bryant was applied by silkscreen. Texturing of the gong surface was done by David Gunn and Richard Fredette.

