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ABSTRACT 

Harrison Birtwistle’s Pulse Sampler for oboe and claves is well-suited for 

adaptation to the soprano saxophone.  With the modern nature of concert saxophone 

repertoire, the saxophone community is knowledgeable in the types of contemporary 

techniques and musical language found in Pulse Sampler.  Pulse Sampler is a quality 

contemporary wind composition and has the potential to become a significant addition 

to saxophone repertoire. 

This paper presents biographical information on the composer as well as 

information regarding his compositional style and influences.  Performance 

considerations for the soprano saxophone arrangement of Pulse Sampler are provided 

along with information pertaining to the structure and the significance of the piece.  

Luciano Berio's Sequenza VII and Claude Delangle's arrangement, Sequenza VIIb, will 

be discussed as well as adaptation considerations for the arrangement of Pulse 

Sampler.  Appendices include a list of works by the composer and selected recordings 

of the works presented. 
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CHAPTER I 

Harrison Birtwistle's Pulse Sampler: 
Performance Considerations for the Soprano Saxophone Adaptation 

Sir Harrison Birtwistle is an English composer and clarinetist (born 1934). His 

works fuse the lyrical, linear, and pastoral traditions found in English composition, 

with 20th century avant-garde ideas and techniques.  His musical influences stem from 

contemporary composers such as Stravinsky and Messiaen, the artists Cézanne, Klee, 

and Picasso, and his roots in northern England, which consisted of a geographical 

mixture of industrialization and countryside.1  

Pulse Sampler is a composition that displays Birtwistle's preference for 

complex rhythms and independence of tempi within an ensemble. The work, a duo for 

oboe and claves, challenges both performers to act independently of one another 

throughout the piece. It is written in a contemporary style and calls for adherence to 

specific performing instructions. The oboist must display a high level of proficiency 

throughout the entire range of the instrument, and the claves player must be able to 

maintain and establish differing rates of pulse while improvising within the "pulse 

mobile" guidelines. Although not widely known, the piece is arguably a prime 

example of 20th century wind literature.  

Pulse Sampler also exhibits many characteristics similar to 20th century 

saxophone literature. Some of these characteristics include double tonguing, angular 

writing, altissimo, and technically demanding passages. Because the saxophone is a 

1 Jonathan Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, (New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2000), 7. 
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relatively young instrument, works for other winds, like Pulse Sampler, provide a 

useful source of repertoire. Today's saxophonists are well-versed in contemporary 

repertoire which challenges the player on several levels, much like the techniques 

called for in Pulse Sampler, as a result, this work for oboe lends itself to saxophone 

transcription and performance.  

 The oboe writing in the piece is very similar to that of modern writing for the 

soprano saxophone.  The two instruments also share several qualities which include 

acoustic properties, timbre, range, and similar technical issues. Pulse Sampler can 

easily be translated to soprano saxophone, and the work has the potential to be an 

exciting new piece of repertoire for the saxophone community.   

Following a discussion of the influences upon, structure of, and technical 

demands associated with Birtwistle's Pulse Sampler, I will include a comparison of the 

work to the better-known Sequenza VII by Luciano Berio.  This comparison reveals 

parallels between Birtwistle and the Berio works, especially in regards to their 

demands upon the saxophonist. 
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CHAPTER II 

HARRISON BIRTWISTLE 

Early Life 

Birtwistle was born on July 15, 1934, in Accrington, Lancashire. He was raised 

the son of a farmer on a smallholding, a small farm,2 on the edge of Accrington where 

the industrial town met the moorland, a boggy area that is peaty and dominated by 

grasses and sedges,3 a setting from which Birtwistle later drew musical inspiration. 

Although he is known as a composer, Birtwistle began his musical career as a 

clarinetist. Encouraged by his mother, he was given a clarinet at the age of seven and 

started taking lessons with the local bandmaster. His musical upbringing involved 

experiences performing with the Accrington military band and the local drama 

society.4   

Manchester School 

Birtwistle won a scholarship in 1952 to the Royal Manchester College of 

Music, now known as the Royal Northern College of Music, to study clarinet under 

2 Merriam-Webster Online, s.v. "Smallholding," http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/smallholding, (accessed June 28, 2013). 

3 Merriam-Webster Online, s.v. "Moors," http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/moors?show=0&t=1372737328, (accessed June 28, 2013). 

4 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 7-8. 
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Frederick Thurston (1901-1953)5 and composition under Richard Hall (1903-1982)6. 

However, his classmates, Peter Maxwell Davies, Alexander Goerh, John Ogdon, and 

Elgar Howarth  are credited with providing to him the most musical influence. Despite 

his time and success as a clarinetist at the Royal Manchester College of Music, 

Birtwistle was more concerned with composition. He once stated, "I think what I’d 

always wanted to do, right from the beginning, was write music."7  

This group of young composer/performers, known as the Manchester School, 

had a desire for the new and unexplored territories in music, and are responsible for 

reshaping British music of the late 20th century. They performed their own works as 

well as other avant-garde compositions.8 Much like other experimental performing 

groups and composers active during the 1960s and 1970s, namely Philip Glass (born 

1937) and The Philip Glass Ensemble, founded in New York in 1968, and Steve Reich 

(born 1936), the Manchester School created and performed their own experimental 

works not yet widely available in England. This practice, which also led to the rise of 

minimalism in the United States from the aforementioned composers, became an 

outlet for young composers. Through establishing their own performing groups, these 

5 Robert Philip and Pamela Weston. "Thurston, Frederick." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online. Oxford University Press. Web. 7 Jul. 
2013.<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/27920>. 

6 Gerald Larner and David C.F. Wright. "Hall, Richard." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online.Oxford University Press. Web. 7 Jul. 
2013.<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/12235>. 

7 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 9. 

8 Jonathan Cross. "Manchester School." In Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, (Oxford 
University Press), Web, http://www.oxordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/49722, 
(accessed June 15, 2013).  
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composers were not only able to satisfy their own musical desires, but were also able 

to launch into motion ground breaking compositional practices. 

Post Manchester School 

After his time at the Royal Manchester College, Birtwistle spent a year at the 

Royal Academy of Music in London. From 1962-1965, he was a member of the music 

staff at Cranborne Chase School near Salisbury, and in 1966, he was awarded a 

Harkness International Fellowship that allowed him to spend two years researching 

and composing in the United States.9 

He is also known as a co-founder of the Pierrot Players, a performing group 

with similar interests as The Philip Glass Ensemble, previously mentioned. In 1967, 

with the help of Peter Maxwell Davies, he organized this English chamber music 

ensemble for the specific purpose of performing Arnold Schoenberg's Pierrot Lunaire. 

He left the group, which was later known as the Fires of London, in 1970. After his 

departure from this chamber ensemble, Birtwistle decided to focus his career entirely 

on composition.10 

9 Jonathan Cross. "Birtwistle, Sir Harrison." In Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 
 (Oxford University Press), http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/03136, 
(accessed July 1, 2013).  

10 “Harrison Birtwistle,” Boosey & Hawkes, 
http://www.boosey.com/composer/harrison+birtwistle, (accessed May 10, 2012). 
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Figure 1: Royal Manchester College of Music11 

11 "RNCM Story: 40 Years of Music." In RNCM Story and Mission, 
http://www.mcm.ac.uk/about/mcm-story-and-mission/#, (accessed June 17, 2013). 
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CHAPTER III 

COMPOSITIONAL INFLUENCES AND STYLE 

Birtwistle's individual style reflects the pastoralism and modality of the 

English tradition, while also absorbing 20th century avant-garde techniques, yet the art 

and artists of his time as well as his youthful experiences are also strongly 

influential.12 His works encompass the theatrical and lyrical. They model landscapes 

and artistic works, while also incorporating complex techniques that include the 

manipulation of time and rhythm.   

Influences 

Birtwistle spent his youth immersed in a mixture of scenic and industrial 

surroundings. His experience of rural and industrial England, and on his father's small 

farm, exert both a pastoral and a mechanistic influence upon his music.13 This creates 

what could be interpreted as a fusion of pastoral and mechanical imagery throughout 

his works.   

Birtwistle's youthful musical experiences were also important in the formation 

of his musical ideas.  As a clarinetist, he performed with the Accrington drama society 

and the Military Band. This amateur experience of performing as the working class 

musician seems to have shaped his inclination for music written for winds, brass, and 

12 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 14-36. 

13 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 6. 
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percussion. He consciously steers clear of strings in his compositions, professing an 

uneasiness for composing for that section.14 As a 20th century avant-gardist, 

Birtwistle draws much of his musical ideas from the compositional styles of Igor 

Stravinsky and Olivier Messiaen; more specifically, from Stravinsky's The Rite of 

Spring and Messiaen's Turangalila-Symphonie, a work closely modeled in part on The 

Rite of Spring. He gravitates toward Stravinsky's balancing of the natural with the 

artificial, his primitive writing style, and the ritualistic character of his earlier music, 

as well as the techniques of Stravinsky's successor, Messiaen. Jonathan Cross speaks 

of the infrequency of simple and pure pastoral in Birtwistle's music, but rather the 

occurrence of a "mechanical pastoral."15 He says,  

The incorporation of the natural and the mechanical in the work of 
Stravinsky's major successors, such as Messiaen's use of 'natural' bird-
song within the context of highly repetitive, artificial block structures, 
manifests itself in Birtwistle's notion of the 'mechanical pastoral,' and is 
a perfect example of mechanical pastoral as well as a clear indicator of 
the importance of both Stravinsky and Messiaen as models for 
Birtwistle.16 

He is drawn to both Stravinsky and Messaien's use of repetition, specifically that of 

melodic motifs and rhythms. Birtwistle prefers variation within repetition, and added 

to that, one in which employs are relatively free and subject to use of repetition rather 

than one dictated by strict procedure. He says, "I decide what the order is, through my 

14Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 6- 8. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid. 
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ears, through my intuition, through whatever composition is."17 On this topic he also 

states: 

If I arrive at a context where a procedure is required, I will always invent or 
re-invent a procedure.  I will never look back to see how I did it before.  That 
would be too academic…So, apart from very rare exceptions, I either create 
something new or call on memory in order to make every situation unique.18 

This technique of varied repetition is used in Pulse Sampler through the "pulse 

mobiles" of the claves (see Figure 6) as well as the rhythmically similar periods found 

in the oboe part (see Table 2).19   

Thematic Categories and Genres of Works 

Birtwistle's compositions encompass a variety of genres and themes. These 

include theatrical works, works based upon dramatic roles and texts, and works based 

upon the manipulation of time, sections, and layers.20  

17 Paul Griffiths, New Sounds, New Personalities: British Composers of the 1980s, (London: 
Faber Music/Faber and Faber, 1985), 191. 

18 Michael Hall, Harrison Birtwistle, (London: Robson, 1984), 151-152. 

19 The "pulse mobile" of the claves is made up of four rhythmic models, or their variants, 
provided by Birtwistle in the opening of the piece. These models are labeled A, B, C, and D, and are 
applied throughout the piece under strict guidelines given by Birtwistle. 

20 Robert Adlington, The Music of Harrison Birtwistle, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000.) 
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Table 1: Birtwistle's Categorized Works21 

Theatres 
Violence Punch and Judy 

Myth 
The Mark of the Goat, The Visions of 
Francesco Petrarca, Down by the 
Greenwood Side, The Mask of Orpheus 

Music and Drama The Oresteia, Bow Down 

Narrative and Rituals Yan Tan Tethera, Fanfare for Will, The 
Second Mrs Kong 

Roles 
Dramatic Protagonists Refrains and Choruses, Tragœdia, Meridian, 

Five Distances for Five Instruments  

Ceremonial Actors Verses for Ensembles, For O, For O, the 
Hobby-Horse is Forgot, Ritual Fragment 

Negotiated Identities Monodrama, Four Interludes for a Tragedy, 
Signals, Chanson de Geste, Secret Theatre 

Soloists 
Melencolia I, Endless Parade, Antiphonies 
for Piano and Orchestra, The Cry of Anubis, 
Panic 

Texts 

Narration 

Narration: A Description of the Passing of a 
Year, Nenia: the Death of Orpheus, La Plage: 
Eight Arias of Remembrance, Carmen 
Paschale, On the Sheer Threshold of the 
Night 

Fragment Entr'actes and Sappho Fragments, Four 
Songs of Autumn, …agm…, Words Overheard 

Phōne Ring a Dumb Carillon, Deowa, The Fields of 
Sorrow, Cantata 

Expression 
Prologue, Epilogue, Pulse Shadows (Nine 
Settings of Celan), Songs by Myself, An die 
Musik, Four Poems by Jaan Kaplinski 

Times 
Time Précis, Chronometer, The Triumph of Time, 

The Mask of Orpheus 

Pulse Pulse Field, Silbury Air, Pulse Sampler, 
Harrison's Clocks 

Journeys 
Grimethorpe Aria, Gawain's Journey, The 
Cry of Anubis, Still Movement, Endless 
Parade, Exody '23:59:59' 

Sections 
Verse Tombeau in Memoriam Igor Stravinsky, 

Refrains and Choruses, Three Movements 

21 Ibid. 
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with Fanfares, Verses, Three Lessons in a 
Frame, Music for Sleep, Verses for 
Ensembles, Some Petals from my 
Twickenham Herbarium 

Fragment 
Verses for Ensembles, An Imaginary 
Landscape, Carmen Arcadiae Mechanicae 
Perpetuum 

Context 
Clarinet Quintet, Secret Theatre, Endless 
Parade, Berceuse de Jeanne, Pulse Shadows 
(Nine Movements for String Quartet) 

Layers 

Melody 
Monody for Corpus Christi, Linoi, Duets for 
Storab, Hector's Dawn, An Interrupted 
Endless Melody 

Polyphony 

Medusa, Five Chorale Preludes, Bach 
Measures, Chorales for Orchestra, Chorale 
from a Toy Shop, Hoquetus David, Ut 
heremita solus, Machaut à ma manière, 
Mercure - poses plastiques, Hoquetus Petrus, 
The World is Discovered, Nomos, Secret 
Theatre 

Strata Earth Dances, Salford Toccata, Dinah and 
Nick's Love Song, Slow Frieze 

Pulse Sampler, as seen in the table, falls beneath the category of the 

manipulation of time, and more specifically, the manipulation of pulse. The 

incorporation of non-coinciding rates of pulse throughout the piece brought about by 

the tempo of the claves always being a step ahead of the oboe, lends the piece to this 

categorization. This compositional technique gives rise to a feeling of distortion within 

the pulse, and "a listener will be made uncommonly aware of just how strong and 

'bodily' the urge for the establishment of regular pulse can be."22 

22 Adlington, The Music of Harrison Birtwistle, 110-111. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PULSE SAMPLER 

Pulse Sampler, completed by Birtwistle in 1981, is a duo for oboe and a single, 

low-pitched pair of claves that was written for oboist Melinda Maxwell, a London 

born oboist and Director of Woodwind Studies at the Royal Northern College of 

Music. The piece was originally commissioned for performance at the Purcell Room 

in London as part of the Park Lane Group Young Artist's Series, however, it did not 

arrive in time for the London performance and was instead premiered at the 

Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival.23 

Pulse Sampler is approximately nine and a half minutes in duration and is 

broken down into 28 periods. It is founded upon Birtwistle’s proclivity towards non-

coinciding rates of pulse. Throughout the piece, he uses these non-coinciding rates of 

pulse between the two performers to create and sustain a constant state of flux. This is 

achieved through a layering of the tempi and rhythms between the oboe and claves. 

Tempo changes are set by the claves and subsequently picked up by the oboe.  

Birtwistle notes in the score of the work that, “there is not to be any synchronization of 

tempi between the two players; rather a mechanical independence is to be achieved.”24 

This independence of tempo, paired with the superimposition of rhythms between the 

oboe and claves through the use of "pulse mobiles," distorts the feeling of a stable 

pulse throughout the piece. 

23 Melinda Maxwell interview. 

24 Harrison Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler, (New York: Universal Editions, 1981). 
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Pulse Mobile 

The "pulse mobile" of the claves is made up of four rhythmic models, or their 

variants, provided by Birtwistle in the opening of the piece. These models are labeled 

A, B, C, and D, and are applied throughout the piece under strict guidelines given by 

Birtwistle. 

Figure 2: Pulse Mobile25 

Throughout the twenty-eight periods of the composition, the claves player must adhere 

to the following instructions pertaining to the "pulse mobile": 

a) Their original order, A, B, C, D is to be maintained throughout

b) They are to be continually repeated in this order and any one model may be

repeated any number of times

c) Any one model except A may be missed out

d) Each period must end at A.  (In theory the player could use only A, or A

plus any other one, etc.)

25 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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e) Where a new tempo is expressed in terms of a crotchet beat (quarter note),

the original values of A, B, C, and D will of course become halved. Where it

is expressed in terms of a quaver (eighth note), the original values will be

quartered. The last stroke before the synchronizing stroke is to be thought of

as an upbeat and will indicate to the oboist both a new tempo and that the

following stroke is the synchronizing stroke. The change in tempo by the

claves-player is to be effected subito within each period at any point after the

synchronizing stroke but before the ensuing upbeat stroke.26 

Figure 3: Pulse Mobile - Halved and Quartered27 

Structure 

Pulse Sampler is divided into 28 periods that are defined by their tempo 

markings in the oboe part. Each period contains a new or slightly varied rhythmic idea 

26 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 

27 Ibid. 
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in the oboe that is unique to that period. The periods differ in subdivision of the beat 

and call for the oboist to switch quickly to half and quartered subdivisions of the beat. 

These subdivisions, as well as new tempi, are set up through the "pulse mobiles" in the 

claves part. Each period ends with a sustained note in the oboe that signals to the 

claves player the upcoming change in pulse. The claves player will then establish the 

new tempo with the return of "Pulse Mobile A." Once "Pulse Mobile A" is played, the 

claves player is free to cycle through the rest of the mobiles throughout the period 

according to the "pulse mobile" guidelines. At the beginning of each period, the oboe 

and claves players simultaneously change tempi. The oboe player will pick up the 

tempo set by the claves, and the claves player will move to the next tempo. This 

maintains the mechanical independence called for by Birtwistle.   

Table 2: Pulse Sampler Periods28 

Period Tempo Period Description of 
Soprano 

1 Half note = 45 

Soprano: Sustained 
half note in soprano, 

rise and fall from pp to 
mp, "like a sine tone"* 

Claves: Enter with 
"pulse mobile" after 

initial fermata** 

2 Half note = 45 

Repetitive ascending 
eighth note pattern with 

grace note 
embellishments; pp-mp 

3 Half note = 67 ½ 

Repetitive ascending 
eighth note figure with 
leaps of more than an 

octave; f-mp 
4 Quarter note = 90 Staccato eighth and 

28Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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sixteenth note passage, 
descending motion; pp 

5 Quarter note = 72 
Diminution of previous 

pattern, sixteenth and thirty 
second note passage (ff) 

6 Quarter note = 90 

Repeated staccato 
sixteenth notes (pp), 

followed by sixteenth 
note triplet pattern(f-p), 
ending with a repeated 

eighth note (ff) 

7 Half note = 67 ½ 

Eighth note triplet 
patter followed by 
accented sixteenth 

notes (ff) 

8 Half note = 45 

Slurred eighth notes 
(fff-p) followed by a 

fortissimo thirty second 
note repeated passage 

(fff) 

9 
Quarter note = 90 

Quarter note = 45 

Accented sixteenth note 
passage with grace 
notes (fff), repeated 

sixteenth note passage 
(p), followed by 
repeated staccato 

concert F# (ff); ends 
with sustained note in 
second tempo (pp-ff) 

10 Quarter note = 120 

Staccato sixteenth and 
thirty second notes 

broken up by eighth, 
sixteenth, dotted 

sixteenth, and thirty 
second rests, subito 

dynamics (pp-f) 

11 Half note = 45 
Slurred, lyrical line of 

quarter, eighth, and 
sixteenth notes (ff) 

12 Quarter note = 90 

Return of passage 
rhythmically similar to 
Period 10, ends with 

repeated staccato 
sixteenth notes (pp-mf) 

13 Eighth note = 135 

Rapidly repeated 
sixteenth and thirty 

second notes 
interrupted by sixteenth 
and thirty second rests 
at beginning and end of 

period (pp-fff) 

14 Half note = 45 Passage similar to 
Period 11, but 
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rhythmically 
augmented (p), 

followed by accented 
eighth note passage (ff) 

15 
Eighth note = 180 

Quarter note = 45 

Staccato and accented 
sixteenth and thirty 
second note passage 
broken up by dotted 
sixteenth note rests, 

similar motion to 
Period 4 (pp-ff), 

followed by slurred 
sixteenth note passage 

(p), ends with sustained 
note (fff) in second 

tempo 

16 Quarter note = 72 

Repeated passage of 
accented dotted eighth 

followed by two 
sixteenth notes broken 
up by sixteenth rests 

(pp-fff) 

17 Quarter = 90 

Accented eighth note 
and sixteenth note 
passage similar to 

Period 16 but without 
rests, contains 3 

passages of repeated 
sixteenth notes (p-fff) 

18 Quarter note = 90 

Repeated sixteenth note 
passage broken up by 

eighth note triplet 
figures (f-fff) 

19 Quarter note = 120 

Continued rhythmic 
patter of Period 18, 

followed by passage of 
eighth and sixteenth 
note leaps (mp-fff) 

20 Half note = 67 ½ 
Slurred eighth note 

passage with similar 
motion as Period 4 (mf) 

21 Quarter note = 90 

Begins with slurred 
sixteenth note passage 

similar to Period 20 but 
with diminution of 

rhythms (ff), followed 
by quintuplet figure of 

eighth and dotted 
eighth notes (p-f) 

22 Quarter note = 120 
Continuation of 

rhythmic figure of 
Period 21 (p-ff) 
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23 Quarter note = 45 Sustained note (ff) 

24 Quarter note = 90 

Passage of accented 
and tenuto eighth and 
sixteenth notes broken 
up by sixteenth rests, 

passages of eighth and 
sixteenth note triplet 
figures are dispersed 

throughout and become 
more frequent as the 

period progresses (p-f), 
glissando sixteenth 
notes (ff), ends with 

sustained note at 
second tempo (ff) 

25 Quarter note = 135 

Staccato sixteenth note 
passage similar to 

Period 15 but gradually 
broken up by more 

rests (pp-fff), ends with 
six beats of rest 

Claves: Rhythm is 
written out for claves 

(only occurrence of this 
in the piece) (ppp-fff), 
ends with six quarter 
notes which establish 
the next tempo for the 

soprano 

26 Quarter note = 90 

Tied quarter and eighth 
notes that gradually 

ascend, rise and fall of 
dynamics similar to 
Period 1 (pp), ends 

with fermata over a rest 

27 Quarter note = 120 

Ten beats of rest 
followed by sustained 

drone on low concert B 
with similar rise and 
fall of dynamics (ff) 

28 
Eighth note = 180 

Quarter note = 45 

Opens with repeated 
sixteenth note passage, 
followed by staccato 
sixteenth and thirty 
second notes that 

gradually ascend to a 
repeated thirty second 

note passage, ends on a 
sustained drone on 
concert F at second 

tempo similar to Period 
1 (ff) 
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*Soprano: Each period will end with a fermata or sustained note
**Claves: "Pulse mobile" will continue throughout piece with the exception of Period 25.  Claves will 
always establish the next tempo at the beginning of each period.  Dynamic level of claves will always 

be under soprano.29 

Influences upon Pulse Sampler 

The artistic sensibilities of Cézanne, Klee, and Picasso also exerted a strong 

influence on Birtwistle's development as a composer.30 Paul Cézanne (1839-1906), 

who is credited with helping to create a bridge between Impressionism and Cubism, 

frequently depicts the same scenes in his art from different angles.31 An example of 

this is found Still Life with a Fruit-Dish, a Glass and Apples (1879) and Still Life with a 

Fruit-Dish and Apples (1879). These two paintings, almost identical in subject matter, 

display the objects from a slightly different perspective. 

29Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 

30Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 14-36. 

31 Kear, Jon, "Cézanne, Paul," The Oxford Companion to Western Art, Ed. Hugh Brigstocke, 
(Oxford University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t118/e514, (accessed 
June 12, 2013). 
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Figure 4: Cézanne's Still Life with a Fruit-Dish, a Glass and Apples32 

Figure 5: Cézanne's Still Life with a Fruit-Dish and Apples33 

32 Keith Roberts, Cézanne, (New York: Tudor Publishing Company), 1967, 24. 

33 Roberts, Cézanne, 25. 
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Birtwistle achieves a comparable sense of objects "viewed" or "heard" from 

different angles in various works.34 In the case of Pulse Sampler, this is achieved by 

the slight variation of rhythmic motives found throughout the 28 periods of the oboe 

part (see Table 2), coupled with the unspecified and therefore improvised ordering of 

the "pulse mobile" of the claves (see Figure 6). The result of this juxtaposition of 

rhythmic variation and unfixed "pulse mobile" is that the piece seems to have no real 

beginning or ending.35 

Pulse Sampler begins with a sustained E for the oboe that gradually ebbs and 

flows dynamically into the second period of the piece, where the rhythmic 

complexities really begin. Each period throughout the remainder of the piece ends in a 

sustained note for the oboe. The repetition of these sustained pitches, which functions 

structurally as a signal to the claves player to move to the next tempo, also serves to 

delay the forward motion of the piece. The prolonged sustained note, as in the 

opening, recurs towards the end of the piece; however Birtwistle varies the initial 

figure slightly with the incorporation of a single beat of the woodblock that serves as 

the conclusion.36 This recurrence of the sustained note, which appears at the beginning 

of one period and the end of the previous, creates a sense of suspension in the forward 

motion and the sensation that the piece might be "moving forward" and "moving 

backward" in time simultaneously. In comparison to the paintings of Cézanne and his 

34 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 14-19. 

35 Ibid. 

36 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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use of multiple angles of sight, Birtwistle successfully incorporates slight variation of  

rhythmic motives to aurally mimic a visual technique. 

Figure 6: Pulse Sampler Opening37 

Figure 7: Pulse Sampler Ending38 

Paul Klee (1879-1940), a Swiss painter strongly influential upon theories of 

20th century art, was very much an individualist. His works are not easily classified, 

and he has been associated with Expressionism, Cubism, Futurism, Surrealism, and 

37 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 

38 Ibid. 
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Abstraction.39 Birtwistle has described Klee's theoretical writings, a series of lecture 

notes called Pedagogical Sketchbook (1925)40, as his "musical bible."41 Klee 

emphasizes a concern for movement, the influence of nature upon form, and the 

relevance of repetition as a way of conceiving structure; all of these priorities find 

parallels in the works of Birtwistle.42 On the subject of nature, he has said:  

I have often alluded to my music of landscape presenting musical ideas 
through the juxtaposition of 'static blocks' or, preferable for my 
terminology, objects.  These objects themselves being subjected to a 
vigorous invented logic via modes of juxtaposition, modes of 
repetition, modes of change.  The sum total of these processes being a 
compound artificial landscape or 'imaginary landscape', to use Paul 
Klee's title.43 

In light of the above quotation, Pulse Sampler may be thought of as a landscape 

through which the oboe and claves navigate. As the players cycle through contrasting 

and varying rates of pulse and "pulse mobiles," they constantly encounter Birtwistle's 

musical ideas in unique and contrasted juxtapositions. In this sense, every performance 

of Pulse Sampler represents a sonic journey for the listener through a unique 

"imaginary landscape."   

39 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 19-33. 

40 Ann Temkin. "Klee, Paul." Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online. Oxford University 
Press. Web. 8 Jul. 2013. <http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T046818>. 

41 Ibid.  

42 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 19-33. 

43 Harrison Birtwistle, Silbury Air, (New York: Universal Edition), 1977. 
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Klee's technique of building structure through repetition is found in his 

painting entitled Fire at Evening (1929).44 He accomplishes this through the repeated 

blocking of color and the slightly varied size of these blocks.  

Figure 8: Klee's Fire at Evening (1929)45 

Birtwistle employs a parallel conception of repetition in Pulse Sampler through 

rhythmic variations and the 28 periods of the oboe part. These rhythmically similar 

periods operate as the "blocks" of sound within Pulse Sampler. As in the painting by 

44 Hajo Duchting, Paul Klee Painting and Music, (New York: Prestel-Verlag), 1997, 45. 

45 Ibid.  
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Klee, these "blocks" vary in size, and the rhythmic variations throughout give each 

period a similar, yet altered "color" or sound.  

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), a Spanish painter, sculptor, and draftsman, was a 

cofounder of the Cubist movement.46 This association with Cubism was a primary 

source of inspiration for Birtwistle. As seen in his painting, Nude with Drapery 

(1907), Picasso displays varying perspectives of the woman within the same image. 

The initial perception is that the woman is facing forward, however upon closer 

inspection, she is simultaneously displaying a side view.   

Figure 9: Picasso's Nude with Drapery47 

46"Pablo Picasso and His Paintings" In Pablo Picasso: Paintings, Quotes, and Biography, 
http://www.pablopicasso.org, (accessed June 13, 2013). 

47 Nicholas Wadley, Cubism, (London: The Hamlyn Publishing Group, 1970), 48. 
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As with various works of Cézanne and Klee, Picasso's Cubist paintings employ 

a technique which recurs in Birtwistle's compositions; namely the portrayal and 

experience of an object from a variety of simultaneous viewpoints.48 Throughout the 

28 periods of Pulse Sampler, he utilizes subtle variation of recurring rhythmic motives 

in the oboe part. These small deviations in rhythm, heard against the ever-changing 

"pulse mobile" of the claves, creates a sense of multiple, simultaneous experience of 

the artistic object.  

48 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music, 34-36. 
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CHAPTER V 

ADAPTING THE OBOE WORK FOR SOPRANO SAXOPHONE 

Birtwistle's writing for oboe in this piece employs techniques similar to those 

of contemporary works or soprano saxophone.  Throughout it, the piece explores the 

entire range of the instrument, employs extremely angular writing, and demands a 

great deal of technical dexterity.  As a result, the parallels between and therefore the 

suitability of adapting the work from oboe to soprano saxophone are obvious.   

Oboe to Soprano Saxophone 

Although these two instruments are constructed quite differently, and employ 

very different uses of reeds, they are timbrally surprisingly similar. The oboe creates a 

somewhat nasal tone quality. Although the timbre of the soprano saxophone is a bit 

fuller than that of the oboe, it also produces a similar sound.49 This is achieved through 

a smaller mouthpiece and bore of the instrument, which gives the soprano a higher 

pitch and smaller sound than that of the other saxophones.   

The construction of the soprano saxophone also allows the instrument to 

accommodate the sounding range of the oboe. The oboe is pitched from concert Bb, 

one ledger line below the staff, to concert A, four ledger lines above the staff.50 

Similarly, the soprano saxophone, pitched in Bb, has a sounding range of concert Ab, 

49 Kent Kennan and Donald Grantham, The Technique of Orchestration, (Upper Saddle River: 
Prentice Hall, 2002), 83.  

50 Richard Colwell, The Teaching of Instrumental Music, New York: Meredith Corporation, 
1969, 178-180.  
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two ledger lines below the staff, to concert Eb, three ledger lines above the staff. The 

relative similarity of range allows the soprano saxophone to successfully execute any 

of the given notes written for the oboe, which of course is essential in maintaining the 

musical integrity of the original work.  

Figure 10: Oboe Range51 

Figure 11: Soprano Saxophone Range52 

51 Kennan, The Technique of Orchestration, 83. 

52 Kennan, The Technique of Orchestration, 341. 
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Table 3: Selected Works Adapted from Oboe to Soprano Saxophone 

Sequenza VII Luciano Berio (arr. Claude Delangle) 

Six Metamorphoses after Ovid, Op. 49 Benjamin Britten 

Concerto Domenico Cimarosa 

Concerto in D minor Allesandro Marcello 

Sonata in G Major Giovanni Platti (arr. Eugene Rousseau) 

Oboe Sonata Francis Poulenc 

Trio for Oboe, Bassoon, and Piano, Op. 43 Francis Poulenc 

Sonata for Oboe and Piano, Op. 166 Camile Saint-Saëns 

Garden of Love Jacob ter Veldhuis 

Luciano Berio's Sequenza VII 

A specific composition that brings to mind the same characteristics of Pulse 

Sampler is Luciano Berio’s Sequenza VII. Luciano Berio (1925-2003) was an Italian 

composer known for his experimental and electronic works. The Sequenza are a series 

of works for solo instruments that begins with Sequenza I (1958) for flute and ends 

with Sequenza XIV (2002) for cello. These works require the performer to explore to 

the fullest all possibilities of the given instrument. Much like Pulse Sampler, Berio's 

Sequenza works call for technical agility throughout an instrument's entire range; 

Sequenza VII, composed for solo oboe in 1969, contains fragmented and angular 

melodic figures structured into several sections. While the melodic material is 
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carefully scored, at the same time, the work also employs performer improvisation in 

terms of structural decisions. The two compositions similarly explore the entire range 

of the oboe and call for the use of extended techniques such as altissimo and double 

tonguing.53   

Sequenza VII was adapted in 1993 for the soprano saxophone by Claude 

Delangle, a world renowned French saxophonist and professor of saxophone at the 

National Superior Conservatory of Music in Paris. This adaptation, known as 

Sequenza VIIb, successfully maintains the integrity of the original composition. As 

with the adaptation of Pulse Sampler to saxophone, Delangle's version of Sequenza 

VIIb works because of the many similarities between the oboe and soprano saxophone. 

Figure 12: Berio Sequenza VII (oboe)54 

53 David Osmond-Smith, "Berio, Luciano," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, (Oxford 
University Press), Web, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/02815, (accessed July 
2, 2013).

54 Luciano Berio, Sequenza VII, (New York: Universal Edition, 1969). 



Texas Tech University, Sesha Wallace, August 2013 

31 

Figure 13: Berio Sequenza VIIb (soprano saxophone)55 

Criteria for Adaptation 

Concert saxophonists have a history of adapting oboe works for the saxophone, 

and it has become a common occurrence in the saxophone community. There are 

several factors that should be considered when arranging a piece of music. Will it 

translate easily to the new instrument? Will the musical integrity be maintained? Will 

the adaptation create too many performance issues? All of these questions and others 

were addressed as part of the adaptation of Pulse Sampler for the soprano saxophone.   

As we have seen, oboe works translate easily to the soprano saxophone. The 

two instruments have a very similar tone quality, and their ranges are closely related. 

This translatability helps ensure that musical integrity remains intact. Likewise, 

similar tone qualities of the oboe and soprano saxophone also allow for the 

composition to retain the same characteristic sounds created in the composer's initial 

work. Because the ranges of both instruments are similar, maintaining the original 

55 Luciano Berio, Sequenza VIIb, (New York: Universal Edition, 1993). 
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structure of the work is relatively straightforward. Most often this can be done with a 

simple transposition.56  

Once it is confirmed that the piece is easily translatable and the musical 

integrity will be maintained, the arranger may then consider performance issues. In 

adapting Pulse Sampler, these included double tonguing and brief instances of 

altissimo. Such considerations regularly occur in the adaptation of contemporary 

saxophone literature; therefore they are familiar to the performing community and 

should not impede the adaptation's adoption by players.  

Performance Considerations 

The following performance considerations are intended for the soprano 

saxophone adaptation of the work. Pulse Sampler presents several challenges for the 

soprano saxophonist and claves player. The piece is rhythmically complex and 

technically virtuosic. Throughout the composition, the performers are faced with 

maintaining non-coinciding rates of pulse. Such rhythmic dislocation is quite 

challenging, even without the added challenges of the "pulse mobile" in the claves and 

the technically demanding passages in the soprano. At the same time, these physical 

challenges yield an exciting, engaging piece of music that continuously moves in 

unexpected directions and creates a constant subjective experience of flux.  

The saxophonist is responsible for the melodic material, which is carried 

throughout the 28 periods. Each period is established by its own unique line and 

56 As in the adaptation for Pulse Sampler, it is best to maintain the intervals found within the original 
composition. Octave displacement should be avoided when at all possible.   
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rhythmic patterns. As we saw in the discussion of Cézanne's influence upon Birtwistle, 

subtle variation of repeated material is present here as well, and no two periods are 

exactly the same. As regards technical demands, the soprano must execute wide leaps, 

angular writing, sudden dynamic changes, double tonguing, and several instances of 

altissimo.  In summary, complete control of the instrument at all dynamic levels is 

imperative to the performance of Pulse Sampler.   

Angular writing is substantial throughout the entirety of the piece. A 

suggestion to performers is to use octave displacement when initially practicing this 

piece. This will allow the saxophonist to familiarize themselves with note patterns 

while also forming muscle memory without the added issue of large leaps. The 

saxophonist should also incorporate full range scales in fourths, fifths, sixths, 

sevenths, and octaves to their practice regimen, during which control in all registers 

should be the priority. 

Figure 14: Angular Writing57 

In regards to the sudden dynamic shifts in Pulse Sampler, scales are also a 

highly effective tool of preparation. The saxophonist should integrate patterns of 

57 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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sudden dynamic shifts into the scale routine, which will, over time, allow for smoother 

dynamic transitions in all registers of the instrument.  

Figure 15: Sudden Dynamic Shifts58 

The passages of altissimo in Pulse Sampler occur within the context of large 

leaps as well as through stepwise motion, thus the performer should be proficient in 

executing instances of both. Useful tools for developing or refining this practice are 

found in Sigurd Rascher's book, Top Tones for Saxophone, and Eugene Rousseau's 

book, Saxophone High Tones. 

Figure 16: Altissimo (when transposed up a M2 for soprano)59 

58 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 

59 Ibid. 
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In preparing this arrangement for performance, the saxophonist will need to 

gain proficiency in double tonguing throughout the entire range of the instrument. This 

technique is required in several periods of the piece, and it is found in Periods 7-10, 

12, 25, and 28. If the performer is not able to double tongue, fast single tonguing may 

suffice, provided the tempo and integrity of the line is maintained. As with many 

extended saxophone techniques, including the previously mentioned, scales are one of 

the most valuable outlets through which to practice. By utilizing scales as a means of 

practicing double tonguing, the saxophonist is able to place all focus on the extended 

technique, rather than dividing focus between double tonguing and finger technique. 

Scales should be played full range and at a comfortable tempo until the double 

tonguing becomes comfortable, after which the tempo may be increased.  

Figure 17: Double Tonguing60 

Throughout Pulse Sampler, there occurs a bracketed repeated pattern. This 

pattern, although consisting of differing rhythmic and melodic material each time, 

almost always incorporates the use of two lines of pitches.  When performing the 

piece, these passages should be played one line at a time. The top row of pitches 

60 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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should be played first, and each subsequent repetition of the bracketed material should 

alternate between the top and bottom line of notes until the repetition is complete. The 

required number of repetitions is provided above the passage, as seen in Figure 18. 

The top number refers to the minimum number of repeats, and the bottom number 

refers to the maximum number of repeats.61 

Figure 18: Repeating Passage with Two Lines62 

The claves player is responsible for setting and maintaining the tempi 

throughout the piece. Throughout the piece, the performer will need to be able to cycle 

through the tempi without the use of a metronome. The "pulse mobiles" given at the 

beginning of the piece, as well as their variants, should be memorized. The dynamic 

level of the claves should also always be under that of the soprano. The work thus 

represents an interesting combination of precise technical requirements deployed in 

service of improvisation and aleatoric modifications of each performance.  

61 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 

62 Ibid. 
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As is the case with technical and musical requirements, issues of staging also 

necessitate precise and intentional decisions. Page turns and music stand placement, 

for example, are important aspects to consider. It is up to the discretion of the 

saxophonist whether or not to use multiple stands. To maintain the staging 

requirements provided in the score (a seated claves player facing the saxophonist), 

minimized movement by the saxophonist is encouraged. A better solution is for the 

saxophonist to consider using two closely place stands or even two stacked stands, 

turning pages during notes sustained in the left hand. If four stands must be used, they 

should be placed closely together, and the claves player should be aligned with the 

middle of the stands. 

Figure 19: Staging Position63 

As previously established, the seated claves player will need to memorize 

tempo changes so that music is not required. Memorization will have the added 

advantage of allowing the performer to focus solely on the performance. If 

memorization is not possible, the claves player should position the music so that page 

63 Birtwistle, Pulse Sampler. 
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turning is not necessary. The percussionist should also consider making a tempo chart 

that coincides with the periods of the soprano saxophone. Memorization is also a 

viable option for the saxophonist. This would alleviate any page turning, stand 

placement, or staging issues. Although the Pulse Sampler is a duo, the soprano 

saxophone part has the same feel as an unaccompanied solo, the likes of which 

modern day saxophonists are performing by memory with more frequency. 

Memorization will permit both the saxophonist and claves player to focus solely on 

the music, thus allowing for a smoother, more fluid performance. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Within the saxophone community, new music is a priority for players. It is in 

their nature to gravitate towards the new and avant-garde, while also appreciating the 

music of old.  Because of this, saxophone players have a history of transcribing 

compositions. Pieces are reconstructed in a way in which makes them suitable for the 

instrument while also maintaining the integrity of the original composition. Such 

adaptation and transcription has enabled saxophonists to experience a much wider 

range of repertoire. In doing so, performers in the saxophone community have 

discovered an admiration for the music of several different instruments, the oboe 

among them.   

There have been several successful arrangements for saxophone of oboe 

literature, and many of these pieces have become staples in saxophone repertoire. 

Pulse Sampler is a work whose structure, challenges, and adaptability all argue in 

favor of its adoption by the saxophone community. The work translates effectively to 

the soprano saxophone, in a fashion which preserves the integrity of the composer's 

original intention, while also providing an exciting new addition to saxophone 

repertoire. 
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APPENDIX A  

COMPLETE WORKS OF HARRISON BIRTWISTLE 

Works64 
Oockooing Bird (1950) 

Refrains and Choruses (1957) 

Three Sonatas for 9 Instruments (1958) 

Monody for Corpus Christi (1959)  

Précis (1960) 

The World is Discovered (1960-61) 

Chorales for Orchestra (1960-63) 

Entr'actes and Sappho Fragments (1962-4) 

Music for Sleep (1963) 

Narration: a Description of the Passing of a Year (1963) 

Three Movements with Fanfares (1964) 

Carmen paschal (1964-5) 

Ring a Dumb Carillon (1964-5)  

Verses (1965) 

Tragoedia (1965) 

The Mark of the Goat (1965-6) 

The Visions of Francesco Petrarca (1965-6) 

Punch and Judy (1966-7) 

                                                
 64Jonathan Cross, "Birtwistle, Sir Harrison," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music 
Online, (Oxford University Press, 2013), 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/03136, (accessed June 12, 2013). 
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Monodrama (1967) 

Chorale from a Toy-Shop (1967) 

Three Lessons in a Frame (1967)  

Nomos (1967-8)  

Four Interludes for a Tragedy (1968) 

Verses for Ensembles (1968-9) 

Down by the Greenwood Side (1968-9) 

Cantata (Sappho) (1969) 

Linoi (1969) 

Eight Lessons for Keyboards (1969) 

Hoquetus David (1969) 

Some Petals from my Twickenham Herbarium (1969) 

Ut heremita solus (1969) 

Medusa (1970) 

Dinah and Nick's Love Song (1970)  

Signals (1970) 

Nenia: the Death of Orpheus (1970) 

Prologue (1971) 

Meridian (1971) 

The Fields of Sorrow (1971) 

An Imaginary Landscape (1971) 

Tombeau in memoriam (1971) 

Chronometer (1971-2) 
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The Triumph of Time (1971-2) 

Epilogue (1972) 

La plage: 8 Arias of Remembrance (1972) 

Grimethorpe Aria (1973) 

The Offence (1973)  

Chanson de geste (1973) 

Hamlet (1975)  

Five Chorale Preludes (1975) 

Tamburlaine (1976)  

For O, for O, the Hobby-Horse is Forgot (1976) 

Melencolia (1976) 

Julius Caesar (1977) 

Volpone (1977) 

Pulse Field (1977) 

Bow Down (1977)  

Carmen arcadiae mechanicae perpetuum (1977) 

Silbury Air (1977) 

Herod (1978) 

The Cherry Orchard (1978) 

…agm… (1978-9) 

Choral Fragments from …agm… (1979) 

As You Like It (1979)  

On the Sheer Threshold of the Night (1980) 
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Clarinet Quintet (1980) 

Mercure: poses plastiques (1980) 

The Oresteia (1981) 

Pulse Sampler (1981) 

The Mask of Orpheus (1981-4) 

The Trojan War Will Not Take Place (1983)  

Duets for Storab (1983) 

Deowa (1983) 

Songs by Myself (1984) 

Yan Tan Tethera (1984) 

Secret Theatre (1984) 

Still Movement (1984)  

Words Overheard (1985)  

Berceuse de Jeanne (1985) 

Earth Dances (1985-6) 

Endless Parade (1986-7) 

Les hoquet du gardien de la lune (1987) 

Hector's Dawn (1987) 

Fanfare for Will (1987)  

Four Songs of Autumn (1987) 

An die Musik (1988) 

Machaut à ma manière (1988) 

Three Niedecker Verses (1988)  
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Nine Settings of Celan (1989-96) 

Salford Toccata (1989)  

The Wine Merchant Robin of Mere (1989) 

Ritual Fragment (1990) 

Gawain (1990-1) 

Gawain's Journey (1991) 

An Interrupted Endless Melody (1991) 

Nine Movements (1991-6) 

Four Poems by Jaan Kaplinski (1991) 

Antiphones (1992) 

The Second Mrs. Kong (1993-4) 

Fanfare for Glyndebourne (1994) 

The Cry of Anubis (1994) 

Panic (1995)  

Hoquetus Petrus (1995) 

Bach Measures (1996) 

Slow Frieze (1996) 

Exody (1996-7)  

Harrison's Clocks (1997-8) 

The Silk House Tattoo (1998) 

The Last Supper (1998-9) 

Placid Mobile (1998) 

Love Cries (1998-9) 
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9 Settings of Lorine Niedecker (1998) 

Sonance (1999)  

The Woman and the Hare (1999) 

3 Latin Motets (1999) 

Sonance Severance (2000) 

17 Tate Riffs (2000) 

The Sadness of Komachi (2000) 

Three Brendel Settings (2000)  

The Axe Manual (2000) 

Ostinato with Melody (2000) 

Fanfare (2001) 

Saraband: the King's Farewell (2001) 

Tenebrae David (2001) 

The Shadow of Night (2001) 

Theseus Game (2002) 

The Io Passion (2003) 

The Gleam (2003) 

The Ring Dance of Nazarene (2003)  

26 Orpheus Elegies (2003-4) 

Three Arias, after J. S. Bach (2003-4) 

Night's Black Bird (2004)  

Today Too (2004) 

Cantus Iambeus (2004)  
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Neruda Madrigales (2004-5) 

The Minotaur (2005-7) 

The Mouse Felt (2005) 

Song of Myself (2006) 

Bogenstrich (Rilke) (2006-9)  

Crowd (2006) 

Bogenstrich - Variationen (2006-9) 

Bogenstrich - Wie eine Fuge (2006-9) 

Bogenstrich - Lied ohne Worte (2006-9) 

Lullaby (2006)  

The Io Passion - Aubades and Nocturnes (2006) 

Doube Hocket (2007)  

The Tree of Strings (2007) 

Virelai (Sus une fontayne) (2008)  

The Message (2008) 

The Corridor (2008) 

Three Fugues from The Art of Fugue, after J. S. Bach: Contrapunctus VII, XII & XVII 

 (2008) 

Semper Dowland, semper dolens (2009)  

From Vanitas (2009) 

Concerto for Violin and Orchestra (2009-10) 

Bourdon (2009)  

Oboe Quartet (2009-10) 
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Duet 3 (2010) 

Trio (2010)  

Angel Fighter (2010)  

Crescent Moon over the Irrational (2010) 

In Broken Images (2011) 
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APPENDIX B 

 
SELECTED RECORDINGS OF PULSE SAMPLER 

 
Melinda Maxwell: Birtwistle - Maxwell - Holt.  Melinda Maxwell, Oboe and Richard
 Benjafield, Percussion. NMC Recordings, 1997. 
 
It Takes Two.  Bart Schneemann, Oboe and Peter Prommel, Percussion 

• This recording is abbreviated. 
 
 



Texas Tech University, John Doe, December 2013 

52 

 
APPENDIX C 

 
INTERVIEW WITH MELINDA MAXWELL 

 
What was your relationship with Sir Harrison Birtwistle?  How did the composition 
of Pulse Sampler come about? 
 
I  played and knew Birtwistle's music since I was a student at York University in the 
mid 1970s. I then worked with him as one of the players for the incidental music he 
wrote for the plays at the National Theatre in London. It was during this time that I 
asked him if he would write me a piece for a recital I was giving at the Purcell Room 
in London as part of the Park Lane Group Young Artist's Series. In due course the 
piece arrived but not in time for the London concert. I premiered it later at the 
Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival in 1980?? I think or earlier. 
 
From a performer's standpoint, what are some of the more difficult aspects of the 
piece? 
 
Initially stamina was an issue, but as I played it many times I was able to cope and 
learn how to sustain it. Like any other piece of new music it takes time to digest and 
become familiar and over time became very much part of my repertoire. 
 
Do you have any techniques or suggestions for maintaining independence of pulse 
from the calves? 
 
Hard listening and learning the tempi. 
 
As far as staging is concerned, what was your technique for turning pages?  Did you 
use multiple music stands?  How was this carried out for the seated claves player as 
well? 
 
I played from the score and had 4 stands arranged slightly apart so I could see the 
claves player sitting on the ground. 
 
Any other comments on the piece or Sir Harrison Birtwistle are welcome. 
 
Birtwistle has since written me another piece for oboe and harp called 26 Orpheus 
Elegies which I have recorded for Oboe Classics. I have just gained an MMus in Jazz 
Studies and this summer Birtwistle and I are working on improvisation within formal 
designs. 




