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about Stray Birds

Stray Birds was written in the Fall and Summer of 2025 for Ekmeles vocal ensemble and Mivos quartet. This
work sets adapted writings of Olaf Stapledon (1886-1950) and Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941).

Stapledon and Tagore were polymaths, pacifists, and universalists. I bring them together in celebration of their
shared optimism and overlapping philosophies as well as for their contrasting writing styles. Tagore will often
represent his ideas through intimate, personal relationships, while Stapledon describes societies and large groups,
often never mentioning a single individual.

The Stapledon text originates from his 1930 novel, Last and First Men, which explores the possiblities of humanity
in the near and distant future, written like an ethnographic report. I set excerpts of a chapter describing an
humanity obsessed with sound and music, which shapes religion, social structures, and leads to eventual societal
collapse.

The Tagore texts are derived from of four poems from his 1916 collection, Stray Birds, which Tagore himself
translated from Bengali into English (the original Bengali poems are often quite different and date back to years
earlier and come from a variety of sources). These poems I have translated once again from English into pseudo-
proto-Indo-European, which is a hypothesized language derived from Indo-European languages, a kind of missing
linguistic link. By doing so, I am attempting to create a sense of cultural distance, while maintaining some strange
familiarity. I conceived of these Tagore sections as the music being created in Stapledon's hypothetical society
obsessed with sound.

The music alternates between Tagore and Stapledon three times during the piece, and is written in an extended
just intonation system the centers on the note D and has 27 notes per octave. One string on each of the string
instruments is retuned to fit with this harmonic system and bring out the extreme consonance and dissonance
that the harmonic system was designed for through the resonance of the instruments.



Notation Conventions for Strings:

Abbreviations:

a.s.t. - alto sul taso

s.t. - sul tasto

p.s.t. - poco sul tasto

ord. - ordinario (used to reset bow placement)
p.s.p. - poco sul ponticello

s.p. - sul ponticello

m.s.p. - molto sul ponticello

norm. - normale (used to reset techniques)
c.l.t. - col legno tratto

Natural Harmonics:
The resultant pitch is notated with a small circle above the note along with the a roman numeral indicating the
string and an arabic numeral in superscript indicating the harmonic. For example:

Other String Techniques:
pulse bow - a tremolo-like technique created by rearticulating the note as fast as possible without changing the

bow direction, as if playing tied, accented notes.

bow dampened string (noise only) - completely mute the strings with the left hand while bowing normally to
produce a noise without any clear pitch content.

Notation Conventions for Voices:

Pronunciation:
This work uses english with standard spelling as well as quasi-proto-indo-european using IPA.
When a syllable is in capital letter in a word, it is this phoneme that should be sustained for the duration of the

note. For example "heaR" asks that the "r" phoneme be sustained.

Spoken word:
Spoken word sections provide contour and rhythm, but not pitches. These sections are indicated with "spoken" and
this continues untul "sung" appears.



Scale in HEJI

The following scale represents the core pitch collection used in this work. HEJI accidentals are used throughout
the score, although other pitches appear as needed. This scale was constructed from the pitches or close
approximations of the pitches resulting from the first seven overtones of the open strings of the string quartet,
including those in scordatura.

11 33/32 25/24 12/11 10/9 9/8 8/7 716 6/5 5/4
Oc 47c -30c -45¢ -18¢ +4c +35¢ -33c +16¢ -14c
#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8 #9 #10
A
81/64
+8c¢ 97 4/3 11/8 715 11/8 of 33/32 7/4 of 5/3 3/2 5/4 of 5/4
#11 +35¢ -2¢ +5lc -17c +5c 47c +2¢ -27c
/1] #12 #13 #14 #15 #16 #17 #18 #19
h 1 1 1 1
%#il - ﬁdl =} & é T s;’ Eqi IrJli %i
8/5 12/7 714 16/9 11/6 15/8 11/8 of 11/8 7/4 of 9/8 2/1
+14c +33c -3lc -4c +49 -12¢ +5c -27c Oc
/17 #20 #21 #22 #23 #24 #25 #26 #27 #1
A
! ! 2 i f i i 2 : H
e I | T T T T T
Scordatura
4/3 33/32 3/2 9/8 One string on each of the string instruments is
-2¢ +53c +2¢ +4c retuned. The fourth strings of the viola and second
o ~ £ : ' » violin will form the interval of an octave and a
Violin 1| s = . I perfect fifth. Similarly, the third strings of the viola
Y 3 T and first violin forms a perfect fifth.
5/4 11 3/2 9/8 The cello and second violin can check their tuning
A -l4c Oc +2|C +4c against the fifth harmonic (touch-major-third) of
Violin 2 :@t ] il ,F their third string. The 11/8 on the viola third string
J - v ' can be checked as the eleventh harmonic of the
%‘ cello second string. The 33/32 on the first violin
third string can be checked with the third
16/9 11/8 1/1 3/2 harmonic (touch-perfect-fifth) of the viola third
-4c +5lc Oc +2¢ string.
. e
viola |H3=— - - !
— * ’ When needed, ossia staves appear to show the
sounding pitch and the main staff becomes the
5/3 4/3 1/1 3/2 tablature staff (fingered pitch). When no ossia staff
-16¢ -2¢ Oc +2¢ is provided, the sounding pitch is shown. With a
Violoncello |[)E i > i’ few exceptions I have written the parts in such a
e I

way that you should only play the open string and
natural harmonics on the retuned string.



Text

*Square brackets indicate where original text has been altered; elipses indicate where text has been skipped*
*Proto-Indo-European is written using IPA*

Part 1 - Hearing

[Their] hearing was so developed that [one] could run through wooded country [blindfolded] without
colliding with the trees. ... the great range of sounds and rhythms had acquired an extremely subtle
gamut of emotional significance. ...

... Their lives were brief, their love of life intense. ... Music had ... [a] special significance [,] so intense
was their experience of it, that they [regarded it as] the underlying reality of all things. ... snatched
from a toilful and often tragic life, [they] would seek to conjure about them by song ... a universe more
beautiful, more real, than that of daily labour.

- Olaf Stapledon, Last and Flrst Men

Part 2 - Stray Birds

Stray birds of summer come to my window to sing and fly away.
And yellow leaves of autumn, which have no songs, flutter and fall there with a sigh.

- Rabindranath Tagore, Stray Birds, poem 1

[[In pseudo-proto-indo-european]]
sterh pureni epo sem, ora de mia laysta, g"em au suego de ser enti pluk epo.
enti g"el lup de otumna, em kep no senges, plud enti tar do ojnos sek.

Part 3 - Concentrating

Concentrating ... upon... tone and rhythm, ... possessed by the living presence of music, and ...
transported ... into a lovelier world. ... they believed that every melody was a spirit[.] ... [and] when ...
[listening] ..., the barriers of their individuality were broken down, so that they became one soul...
[they] persuaded [listeners] that music was the reality, and all else illusion, that the... spirit of the
universe was pure music...

- Olaf Stapledon, Last and First Men

Part 4 - Some Unseen Fingers
Some unseen fingers, like idle breeze, are playing upon my heart the music of the ripples.
- Rabindranath Tagore, Stray Birds, poem 11

[[In pseudo-proto-indo-european]]
sem skew penkros, lig stel wents, wes blek meg ker su webs musik.



Text Continued

Part 5 - A Melody
A melody, [they] said, is the most fleeting of things. ... silence devours... and ... annihilates it. Passage is
essential to its being. ... for a melody... to halt is to die a violent death[.]... After silence it may [return],
[fresh and alive]. Time cannot age it; for its home is outside time. And that [is the home] ... of every

living thingl[.] ... Those who seek immortality, must strive to waken their tranced souls into [sound].

- Olaf Stapledon, Last and First Men

Part 6 - Toes
Toes are the fingers that have forsaken their past.
- Rabindranath Tagore, Stray Birds, poem 187
[[In pseudo-proto-indo-european]]
dejk wes so penkros tod kep hejk son weyd.
Part 7 - The Social Order
... the social order ... began to crumble. ... many [openly declared] that what mattered was not
aristocratic birth, nor even proficiency in the time-honoured musical forms (so much prized by the

leisured), but the gift of spontaneous emotional expression...

- Olaf Stapledon, Last and First Men

Part 8 - Lead Me
Lead me in the centre of thy silence to fill my heart with songs.
- Rabindranath Tagore, Stray Birds, poem 286

[[In pseudo-proto-indo-european]]
leit mi hen so trom epo tenos kieh de pleh meg kor wet senges.
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58 calm, ambient, without affect
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a tempo

poco rit.
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