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Introduction 

When I started writing my graduating composition, I decided for the first time to 

sit down and write absolute music, which is music that is not explicitly connoting 

any particular idea or written to accompany other media or art.  1

Most of my compositions up to this point have been soundtracks for visual 

media, both screen and stage. It was my honest intention to break away from that 

and write music for the sake of music. As I began composing, I was halfway 

through reading one of my favorite books for the third time, The Wind-up Bird 

Chronicle by the Japanese writer Haruki Murakami. The text in Japanese came out 

as three books, but the English translation was published in one volume, still 

retaining its three-book division. The books’ strong themes of war, the duality of 

man, and the journey to the self were at the forefront of my mind as I started 

putting down ideas for scales, chords, and melodic material. The books tell a 

surreal and personal tale of a man searching for his cat when swept into a 

mysterious scenario involving a host of weird characters. The writing is unique 

 Burkholder, J. Peter, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca. A history of western music. 8th edition. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 1

2010.), p. 604



and it’s fragmented style crept into my composing process to the point where I 

realized that the piece was actually about the books. I abandoned the idea of 

creating a piece of absolute music and leaned fully into being inspired by the 

fantastical literary genius of Haruki Murakami.  

The piece is named after the book with a translation of the title and first page 

done by me. It is composed for the Icelandic chamber music group Caput. With a 

limit of fourteen players plus a conductor, my decision to write for two 

percussionists forced me to drop one of the instruments from the original 

orchestration. I decided to cut the trumpet part as none of the music I had 

written had turned out brass-heavy. The final orchestration is as follows: 

Woodwind: Flute, English horn, Bb clarinet (doubled on bass clarinet)   

and bassoon 

 Brass: French horn and trombone 

 Percussion: Glockenspiel, 1 Timpani, 3 tom-toms, woodblock, drumset   

and a triangle 

 Piano 

 Strings: 2 violins, viola, cello, and double bass 

The piece is divided into three movements named after each of the three books 

by Murakami. Within each movement there are subtitles for specific scenes or 

themes of the books, these subtitles are not marked in the score as I intended 

them as a way for me to label the thought process behind the chapters. 

  2



What follows are four chapters on the composition.  

The first chapter introduces the reader to the book and presents some 

thoughts on the influences that impacted the composition.  

The second chapter investigates the themes of the book, the division of 

each movement and the characteristic features of the composition. 

The third chapter goes into the structure of the piece, charting the 

central theme and harmonic material as well as talking about texture.  

The fourth chapter puts the composition in context with my earlier work 

and attempts to find connections and similarities to show artistic 

development. The chapter concludes with a short reflection on the 

process. 

  3
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Chapter 1 

The Wind-up Bird Chronicle summary 

Toru Okada, the narrator and protagonist of the story, is a recently unemployed 

lawyer’s assistant who now takes care of the home while his wife Komiko 

provides the income. The first book of the story, The thieving Magpie, starts when 

his wife tasks him with finding her missing cat, which is named after Komiko’s 

brother, Noboru Wataya. When searching for the cat, he meets the teenage May 

Kasahara. They become good friends throughout the story. Toru also gets help 

from the psychic Malta Kano and her sister Creta Kano in attempting to locate 

the cat. Throughout the first part of the story, Toru meets with the aging war 

veteran Mr. Honda who is tortured by the horrible things he experienced in the 

second world war. Mr. Honda dies unexpectedly and leaves an empty box to Toru.      

At the start of the second book, Bird as prophet, we learn that Toru’s wife Kumiko 

has gone missing. It is revealed that she was having an affair and intended to 
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divorce Toru. He is devastated and spends most of his time trying to calm himself 

by helping May with her work, sitting at the bottom of an empty well, or walking 

around Tokyo people-watching. May’s work consists of surveying men with some 

degree of baldness at a subway station for a wig company. While sitting at the 

bottom of the well, he is transported to a parallel universe and finds himself in a 

hotel room where he meets a mysterious woman. After this encounter, a blue 

mark appears on his cheek.   

The final book, The Birdcatcher, is the longest part of the story. In it, Toru meets 

Nutmeg, a woman he had noticed while people-watching. He starts to work for 

her, relieving older women of inner turmoil through a vague process, somehow 

involving the blue mark on his cheek. Nutmeg’s son, Cinnamon, helps equip the 

well with a ladder and well cap so Toru can spend more time sitting at its bottom, 

attempting to revisit the hotel room. The cat turns up a year after going missing. 

After having a conversation with Kumiko on the internet, using the description 

of their first date as a confirmation that it is her, Toru finally manages to go back 

to the hotel room. There he discovers that the mysterious woman was Kumiko. 

He manages to break the spell and bring her back to his reality. Kumiko admits 

to Toru that she did not have an affair with one man but several. She kills her 

brother Noboru, confesses the crime and goes to jail. Toru tells his friend May 

that he will wait for his wife.   
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Influences 

Fittingly for this composition, based on a Japanese book, I was inspired by 

modern Japanese art music. The history of Japanese music is fascinating, 

especially regarding the arrival of western classical music after the end of the 

Edo period (1603 - 1868). The isolationist policy of the government during the 

Edo period encouraged further development of a strong identity in all Japanese 

art styles, effecting everything from painting to theater, poetry to music. After the 

succession of emperor Meiji in 1867, there followed some radical political, 

economic, and social changes, including the opening of Japan to western 

influences. These circumstances allowed for the arrival of western classical music, 

which the Japanese public fell in love with. In the years since it’s arrival, western 

classical music has been prominent in Japanese culture, and its influences on 

modern Japanese art music are fascinating. The fusion of Japanese tonality and 

instruments with the tradition of classical and romantic music creates the unique 

style of contemporary art music in Japan.  2

The Japanese people’s love for western art music is evident in Haruki 

Murakami’s novels. Through his body of works, there are innumerable references 

to classical western composers and their music.   

I listen to a wide range of contemporary Japanese art music. Some of my 

favorites include Toru Takemitsu’s orchestral pieces, Karen Tanaka’s piano pieces, 

and Susumu Yokota’s electronic experimental music.  

Japanese musical culture has become synonymous with video game music and 

with good reason. Japan is home to some of the most prolific video game 

 Mehl, Margaret. 2013. “Western Art Music in Japan: A Success Story?” Nineteenth-Century Music Review 10 (2). Cambridge University Press: 2

211–22. doi:10.1017/S1479409813000232.
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composers, with pioneers Koji Kondo and Nobuo Uematsu at the top of my list. 

My all-time favorite Japanese composer and the one who has inspired me the 

most with his style and aesthetic is Joe Hisaishi. His approach is fantastical and 

epic, rhythmic, and lyrical. He has composed for Japanese films as well as 

orchestral works, chamber pieces, string quartets, and more. His frequent use of 

thematic ostinatos and luscious melodies especially influenced me during this 

process. My main inspiration came from listening to his album Minima_ Rhythm 

and the suite Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind.   3

 Hisaishi, Joe. “Joe Hisaishi - Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind - Joe Hisaishi in Budokan (with Score).” YouTube. YouTube, August 3, 3

2018.https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lB-IRAQDFG0
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Chapter 2 

Movements and chapters 

Þjófótti skjórinn 

The first movement is playful yet powerful. The contrasting styles within the first 

movement are meant to symbolize the different surrealist facets of the first 

installment of Murakami’s novel. The three parts of the movement are:   

Símtalið - An understated overture accompanied by a persistent beating of 

a bass drum. It introduces the material used in the whole piece in 

fragments. Like the phonecall the protagonist receives at the beginning of 

the book, it references the themes that appear throughout the work. 

Leit að týndum ketti - A melancholy and flowing chapter consisting of static 

harmonic material and pensive variations of the main theme that 

represent the desperate search of Toru, not just for a cat but for a deeper 

meaning of life.   
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Herra Honda og kassinn - A pulsing and propelling chapter with constant 

repetition of various melodic material that illustrates Mr. Hondas repeated 

stories of his experiences in the second world war at the Manchukuo-

Russian border. The percussion is prominent, especially the snare drum 

that embodies the militaristic nature of the veterans’ stories. At the end of 

the first book, Mr. Hondas dies and leaves Toru an empty box, which is 

represented by the functionally empty piano chords at the end of the 

movement. 

Spádómsfugl 

The second movement is slow and reflective. It characterizes the gradual and 

beautifully repetitive nature of the second book. The movement is divided into 

two chapters that merge without distinction to embody the dreamlike character 

of the book.    

Botninn á brunni - Toru sits for hours at the bottom of an empty well,  

contemplating life. The theme of the well in the novel runs throughout 

the story, but in the second part of the book it overtakes everything. Toru's 

repeated ascent into the well is mirrored by the ascending nature of the 

ostinato in the brass. The gradual yet stable buildup of the movement 

symbolizes Toru's resistance to further the development of the story; he 

hides from the possibility of a conclusion. This chapter, likewise, does not 

have a definite feeling of direction. 

Hótel herbergi -  When sitting at the bottom of the well, Toru is 

transported to an alternative reality and finds himself in a hotel room in a 

parallel world. A change of meter indicates this surreal development. The 
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continuous repetition of the descending two-note ostinato keeps the feel 

of the chapter before to emphasize the casual nature with which these 

strange events are presented in the novel. The difference between the real 

and the surreal is blurry, and the music underlines that by not changing 

drastically as we enter a new world. At the end of the chapter, the music 

finally morphs to the originating key of the piece. It breaks away from the 

static nature of the chapter, mirroring Toru's return to the real world and 

the continuation of the plot. 

Fuglafangarinn 

The third and final movement is rhythmically driven. The pacing of the third 

book is much faster than that of the first two, even though it is the longest one. 

The chapters of the third movement are representative of the overall feel of the 

book and its characters.   

Bláa merkið - The opening of the movement is an ambiguous percussive 

chapter, shifting the focus away from the harmonic material to that of 

measured values of the themes. It is never explained clearly why the blue 

mark appears on the cheek of Toru or what it symbolizes. This adds a 

mystical beauty to the surreal nature of the book. The shifting of focus 

towards the percussion at the beginning of the final movement should 

have a similar effect as the appearance of the blue mark in the book, 

confusing yet beautiful.   

Kumiko og morðið - A fast-paced chapter that is dominated by a short, 

repeated ostinato and an aggressive melody which reflects the climax of 

  11



the book: exciting and with many allusions to typical crime thrillers. The 

return to the hotel room has all the elements of a detective novel; it is 

revealed who the mystery woman is, our protagonist is attacked and needs 

to escape the hotel while being hunted. The incessant ostinato and 

rhythmic momentum purposefully reference the typical film score for an 

escape scene in a detective movie. 

Toru og May - An upbeat and optimistic final chapter. At the end of the 

story, Toru’s friendship with May Kasahara is the focal point. The book 

leaves most questions unanswered, and the conclusion of the book is 

fittingly mysterious. The platonic friendship of Toru and May runs 

throughout the whole story but is never part of the confusing plot; it 

transcends the weirdness of the chain of events and is, therefore, a fitting 

ending for the composition. May is a troubled and weird teenager, but her 

kindness and innocence are the reason for the light and hopeful texture 

of the last chapter. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Scale 

At the outset of the creative process, I put down the scale I decided to use as a 

base for the composition. I settled on a scale I wrote out like this: 

Upon looking into the nature of the scale, I found that it functions as a melodic E 

minor scale played from its third note, G. The reason for it starting at G was the 

heavy emphasis placed on that note in the main theme. As I continued 

composing, I realized that the focus on G is not to establish it as a tonic, but to 

the opposite effect, the G feels like a foreigner to the scale, the only note 

distinguishing the scale from an E major. 
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Both the first movement and the third one are written in E major but usually 

with the natural G instead of the G#. It isn’t until the last three bars of the piece 

where a G# is heard completing an E major chord, thus changing the scale that 

has been somehow off the whole piece.  

To create a contrasting second movement, I use the same scale but transpose it 

down a fifth, starting on A. To underline its contrast to the first and third 

movement, I emphasize the G# throughout the whole movement, creating a 

descending ostinato from A to G#. 
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Main theme 

From the scale, I devised my melodic material. Here is the main theme I initially 

wrote down: 

This theme is put forward as a question and an answer. Inspired by the 

ambiguous style of Murakami’s writing, I never deliver the theme in this original 

form in the composition. The only times it is presented close to its original form 

is as an ostinato first heard in the bassoon. The sequence of notes is the same, 

but the meter and heavy syncopation of its presentation give it a hesitant but 

rhythmic feel. 

 

This version of the theme and other variations are referenced throughout the 

first and third movement. 

A recurring theme that is devised from the main theme is the first melodic 

material that is heard at the beginning of the piece. It is declared by the English 

horn, softly playing the lyrical melody over the beating of a bass drum.  
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Figure 3.1: Bassoon, bar 94, p. 18 of full score

Figure 3.2: English horn, bars 5-7, p. 2 of full score 



A secondary melody is present in the first movement. It is first played as a cheery 

spinoff from the main theme and pops up both in this form and inverted.  

 

Here the secondary theme is presented in a more reflective presentation that 

reappears several times through the movement. 

 

 

The second prevalent ostinato was briefly introduced at the beginning of the 

third movement  but takes entirely over in a section of the third movement.  It is 4 5

a continuous syncopated repetition of the first three notes of the main theme. 

 

 Bass clarinet and Bassoon, bars 11-13, p. 2-3 of full score4

 Various instruments, bars 35-110, p. 41-55 of full score5
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Figure 3.3: Violin I, bar 42, p. 8 of full score

Figure 3.4: Flute, bars 65-79, p. 13 of full score

Figure 3.5: Piano, bars 38-39, p. 42 of full score



A lively melody that was briefly introduced at the beginning of the first 

movement  is fully fleshed out in the third movement over the repeated second 6

ostinato. It turns into a playful canon in the woodwinds.  

This melody is repeated by the strings in unison and turns into a contrapuntal 

dance. 

 

In the final part of the piece, there are some variations on the themes presented 

before as well as new melodies from the same scale. Here the harmony is more 

pronounced, and the melodies become more fleshed out. In bars 113-120, a 

sweeping melody is played by the English horn, clarinet, and glockenspiel over  

 Strings, bars 50-52, p. 10 of full score6
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Figure 3.6: Woodwinds, bars 40-50, p. 42-44 of full score

Figure 3.7: Strings, bars 60-81, p 46-50 of full score



pizzicato string chords. Although this melody has not been heard before it has 

elements from the earlier material such as the rising up a third and the resolving 

of F# to G. Here, the whole melody is shown in the glockenspiel: 

 

 

The trombone and french horn then play a variation of this theme.    7

At the very end of the piece (bars 137 - 150), the two ostinatos are presented for 

the first time in a fully fleshed harmonic environment (see page 26), shedding 

new light on them and giving them a new character. 

 Brass, bars 121-128, p. 58-59 of full score7
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Figure 3.8: Glockenspiel, bars 113-120, p 56-57 of full score



Rossini and Mozart 

There are three references in the piece that allude to the names of the books. 

The first book is called The thieving magpie and contains numerous references to 

the opera of the same name (It: La Gazza Ladre) by Gioachino Rossini. I snuck in 

two referenced to the opera. Firstly there is the beginning of my piece: two rolls 

on the snare drum, one strong, one soft. This is a direct reference to the 

beginning of the overture of the opera. Then in bars 17 - 19 of the first movement 

of my composition, we hear the flute and English horn blatantly declaring a 

slight variation on the most famous theme (see picture) from the opera, the one 

that is playing on the radio in the first chapter of the book.  

 

The third book is called Bird-catcher man. I reference the title with a nod to The 

Birdcatcher’s song (Ger: Der Vogelfänger bin ich ja) from Mozart’s The Magic Flute. In 

bars 58 and 59 of Fuglafangarinn, the flute and clarinet alternately run up a fifth 

to refer to the song. Here are the referenced runs as they appear in the song: 
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Figure 3.9: Woodwinds, bars 179-183, p 56-57 of the Overture for La Gazza Ladre

Figure 3.10: Bars 12-15  p. 1 of piano transcription of Der Vogelfänger bin ich ja



Harmony and texture 

The main harmonic material of the piece is simple but always rooted in the scale 

material, with the E minor as a tonic. The main chord of the first and third 

movements is the dominant B major with a natural sixth added (B, D#, F#, G) 

sometimes interpreted as an augmented G chord with an augmented seventh. 

Most of the melodic material is derived from this chord. 

Movement I - Þjófótti skjórinn 

Símtalið (bars 1 - 53) 

The beginning of the first movement is fragmental and acts as an overture when 

it hints at all of the melodies and chords in the piece. In bar 20 the piano begins 

the harmonic layering that the woodwinds carry on until the end of the chapter, 

continually repeating the notes of the main chord. Each instrument is working 

on its own rhythmical grid, muddling the attack of each instrument and creating 

a patchwork of syncopation. This effect is taken further with the added grace 

notes jumping up octaves from bar 41.  
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Figure 3.11: Woodwinds, bars 44-47, p 9 of full score



In bars 38 - 41, the chord is suspended with the addition of A and E to add 

further complexity to the chord. In this first chapter of the piece, I have 

introduced most of the harmonic material I work with throughout the whole 

composition.  

 

Leit að týndum ketti (bars 54 - 84) 

The second part immediately starts harmonically driven with the piano playing 

melancholy chords along with the strings accompanying with sustained chords 

throughout. 

  

 

The same chord progression is repeated throughout this part: 

B7sus4                C#°7                Em#7                B♮6   

    V                    iv°                          i                           V  

     

Herra Honda og kassinn (Bars 85 - 131) 

The third part starts playing with melodic material from the B♮6 chord, and in 

bar 94, the bassoon enters with the ostinato based on the main theme. In bar 101, 

there is a rift, an interruption of the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic material. A 

new chord is repeated in the meter of 3/4 consisting of C, D# and F# played 

under a G trill on the flute, serving as a C°add6. This breaks the groove of the 
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Figure 3.12: Repeated figure in piano, bars 54-82, p 11-16 of full score



syncopated ostinato. Hammering natural C with the F# emphasizes the dissonant 

tritone. Carrying on in bar 103 through 105 the chord is changed to an A7, then 

turns into a cluster chord (F#, G, A, B) that rises a fourth through bar 106.  

 

Bars 111 to 121 play with the secondary melody while remaining static 

harmonically on the main chord. An ascending pattern in 6/8 meter then brings 

us to the climax of the first movement in bar 124, where a tension-filled chord (B, 

C#, E, F#) is hammered while the brass and English horn state a variation on the 

main ostinato.  
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Figure 3.13: Woodwinds, bars 102-106  p. 21 of full score

Figure 3.14 Strings, bars 122-124  p. 27 of full score



The chord rises up a whole step in bar 126 and then comes crumbling down in 

bar 128 in thirds and then in bar 129 descending the scale in order down a sixth.  
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Figure 3.15 Woodwinds, bars 128-129  p. 29 of full score



Movement II - Spádómsfugl 

Botninn á brunni (bar 1-16) 

The second movement starts with a fresh sound of what seems to be new 

harmonic material, but the basis for the content is the same as in the first 

movement but transposed down a fifth (to melodic A minor). The first chord 

starts as a Bm7, but with the subtle addition of G# in the brass is transformed 

into a G#°7.  

The brass ostinato repeating A to G# acts as a stable fundamental for the slowly 

morphing material in the woodwinds (and later the strings) throughout the 

movement. The harmony remains static for the first 8 bars with the occasional 

addition of E and A, giving the chord a suspended feel. In bar 9, we get the first 

natural C (in the English horn and double bass), thus shifting the perception of 

the tonality and establishing the scale of the second movement as a transposition 

of the scale from the first movement. The glissandi effect of the whole string 
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Figure 3.16: Woodwinds and brass, bars 1-5 p. 30 of full score



section, along with the glissando inside the piano, muddles the changes of 

pitches. It erases some of the feel for chordal progression throughout the 

movement. 

 

Hótel herbergi (bars 17 - 33) 

When the meter changes to 5/4, the harmonic feel transforms. The strings and 

brass take turns to reiterate the sped up ostinato (a quarter note A to a whole 

note G#), which keeps gaining force to the end of the movement with more and 

more of the instruments joining in the rhythm. With the repeating ostinato, the 

harmony is struggling to get to a balanced chord progression. The harmony is 

morphing from the muddled chords at the beginning of the movement to a 

clarity of putting the ostinato into harmonic perspective. The goal is to 

accompany the ostinato with an F#° resolving to an E major chord serving as vi° 

- V in the key of A minor. With each repetition of the ostinato, we get closer to 

this chordal progression, but it isn’t until in bar 30 where we get a clean version 

of it. The movement culminates with a transposing back to the key of E when the 

F#° resolves to B major which creates a semi cadence of ii° - I - ii° - V in the key 

of E. The English horn and piano then bring us back to the original key with 

reference to the main thematic material of the first movement.  

 

  25Figure 3.17: Woodwinds, bars 28-32 p. 35 of full score



Movement III - Fuglafangarinn 

Bláa merkið (bars 1 - 34) 

The third movement begins with the focus on percussion, playing with rhythmic 

elements from the themes of the piece. The strings, woodwind, and brass create a 

harmonic backdrop to the percussion. The chord progression has a neutral feel 

in part because the bass line keeps moving back and forth from F# to E. The 

chord progression is: 

F#m7(add11)      Em(add#7)      F#m7(add11)     C#°7/E     G+7 /E     F#m7(add11)    Em(add#7)    C#°(add4add2)/F# 
        ii                          i                          ii                      vi°              III+                  ii                          i                        vi° 

 

With the absence of a satisfying cadence, the part feels unresolved. 

Kumiko og morðið (bars 35 - 110) 

As soon as the percussive part finishes, the relentless second ostinato starts in 

the piano and then the strings. The ostinato references the B♮6 chord even 

though the B is not heard until bar 40 with the entrance of the bassoon and 

English horn with a melody that is repeated in bars 42 and 47. The B♮6 chord is 

hammered in the woodwind riffing in bars 49 to 59.  
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Figure 3.18: Woodwinds, bars 53-57 p. 45 of full score



The strings then take over, keeping the static harmonic nature of the melody 

until bar 69 when the strings pick up the riff from the woodwinds (bars 49 - 59) 

transposed up a fourth emphasizing an E minor chord with a natural seventh. 

The woodwinds and piano creep in with the untransposed ostinato now in a new 

harmonic context, giving it a suspended feel. In bar 79, the natural seventh of the 

E minor chord (D) turns into a D# altering the chord to G+. In bar 60 the strings 

start a variation on the theme from bar 40 with a declining ending leading into a 

meter change (6/8). An ascending line moves stepwise up thirds accompanied by 

alternating chords building up to an intense dissonant chord repeated 

rhythmically from bar 86 to 91. The dissonant tension of the chord comes from 

the cluster made up of C - C# - D over G. This tension is lessened in bar 92 when 

the natural C disappears. In bar 94, the meter changes back to 4/4, and a bar later 

the ostinato returns full force but with no hint at a fundamental B. The addition 

of A gives the ostinato the harmonic feel of D#°. The tension builds to a climax, 

and in bar 103, the ostinato starts to break down, with each repetition it is 

transposed down. First three whole steps and then a half step, the ostinato 

landing on C accompanied by an F major chord which ends this chapter.  
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Figure 3.19: Woodwinds, bars 104-108 p. 55 of full score



Toru og May (bars 111 - 150) 

The last part of the piece is the most harmonically driven, reiterating a lot of the 

melodic material from the first movement as well as the new material introduced 

in the third movement. The harmony is based in E minor but never really gives 

us a clear cadence until the very end. The strings start plucking a broken B major 

chord with the natural sixth.  

 

The chord progression remains the same from bars 112 to 128 with each chord 

taking up two bars. We hear this progression three times run through: 

B(add♮6)        (add♮6)/A         Em(add4)/G        B(add♮6)  
  V             V            i                          V  

 

In bars 129 - 132 the harmonic tensions are unresolved:  

B(add♮6)          G+7          F#m          Em(add2)          F#m(add♮2) 
                                     V                 III+                 ii                      i                            ii                          
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Figure 3.20: Strings, bars 111-115 p. 56 of full score



 

In bars 133 - 136, the harmony is static, for the first time dwelling in the 

fundamental E minor chord for more than a bar. The bassline moves stepwise 

down a third and up again.  

Em/B          Em/A          Em/G          Em/A 
 i/V                   i/IV                    i/III                   i/IV 

 

As we draw closer to the end of the piece, the harmony is getting more 

pronounced. We hear the main ostinato theme for the first time accompanied by 

a pure E minor chord and then a perfect A major chord.  This has an effect of 8

catharsis, finally getting a traditional harmonically satisfying version of the 

ostinato, alternating between the tonic and subdominant. 

The piece ends with a variant on an authentic cadence. The subdominant chord 

changes to a Neapolitan chord, repeats this change, and then leads into a VII as a 

substitution for the dominant, which resolves to the major tonic.  

A   -   F   -   A   -   F   -   D   -   E 
IV     ♮II        IV     ♮II        VII         I 

 Bars 137 - 140, p. 62-63 of score8
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Chapter 4 

 

Earlier pieces 

During my time at the Iceland University of the Arts, I have written contrasting 

pieces for different groups of instruments. In my portfolio, I include six 

instrumental pieces for varying combinations of instruments, as well as two 

songs.  

My initial approach to this final composition was different from the way I have 

worked before. In the past, I have decided on a subject or theme before I start 

writing out ideas for harmony and melodies. The subject then influences how I 

create the material. For my BA graduating piece, Höfuðskepnur, I set out to make a 

composition in four movements, each representing one of the four elements. I 

then wrote the music inspired by imagery and books relating to each natural 

element; for example, I read Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury while writing the 

movement of fire, Brenna. For my piece Falli næst, composed for Duo Harpverk, I 

looked at the exchange rate for the Icelandic krona surrounding the financial 
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crash of 2008. I modeled the composition after the rise leading up to the crash 

and the subsequent fall of the currency's value.  

With Saga af upptrekktum fugli, I started out intending to compose without a 

subject. I had put down a lot of the melodic material, as well as the main 

harmonic textures, well before I decided to model the composition after the 

Murakami book. When I recognized the influence the book was having on my 

process, I retroactively assigned the material to the themes and events of the 

book. The incorporation of the book thus mostly affected the structure of the 

piece. 

It is interesting to look at some elements from my earlier compositions that are 

precursors to material in this piece. The bass drum features heavily in Small gods 

and Höfuðskepnur, much like in this piece. The uses of recurring ostinatos are 

evident in Ex veritas fortis (e.g., bars 117 - 126) and Höfuðskepnur (e.g., whole 

fourth movement). There are some orchestrational similarities, not only with the 

similar choices of percussion (i.e., Glockenspiel in Falli næst, snare and bass 

drum in Höfuðskepnur) but also with the strong emphasis on the woodwind 

section and the solo lines for the Bassoon (bar 60 of Hviða in Höfuðskepnur).  

Some special effects and extended techniques used in Saga af upptrekktum fugli 

have their roots in these older pieces. I used the strumming inside the harp of 

the piano in Órar (bars 40 - 47), although there I attempted to notate the effect, 

whereas, in the second movement of this piece, I leave more room for the 

interpretation of the pianist. In my percussion piece Silt, I first used the cymbal 
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on the timpani effect, which I loved and wanted to incorporate into the texture of 

an orchestra. 

 There are some subjective similarities to the earlier pieces that I can identify 

when looking at them now. My approach to devising melodic material from a 

single theme is apparent in both Ex veritas fortis and Órar. Both were written 

around a single theme that was fleshed out through improvisation at the piano. 

Through that process, secondary melodies were created, but they always stem 

from the original theme. This is the same way I developed the material for this 

piece.  

A strong rhythmic drive is present in most of these earlier pieces, an apt example 

being the final part of Small gods, Uranus (bars 102 - 131). This rhythmic drive is 

especially present in Fuglafangarinn, the last part of this composition. 

Textural similarities can also be found, especially when compared to 

Höfuðskepnur. The first movement, Náma, is predominantly in 5/4 and 7/4 meter. 

The main ostinato of Saga af upptrekktum fugli is in 5/4, and the second 

movement, Spádómsfugl, starts in 7/4 meter and then the second half is in 5/4. 

The simple rhythmic texturing in the woodwinds in bars 37 to 41 in Náma is 

similar to the complex texturing that starts in the woodwinds in bar 32 of the first 

movement in Saga af upptrekktum fugli. The texture at the beginning of Alda, the 

second movement of Höfuðskepnur, is a layering meant to signify the calm waves 

of the ocean. I use a similar kind of layering at the beginning of Spádómsfugl, the 

second movement of Saga af upptrekktum fugli.  
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Reflection 

I am proud of the bird that I have set loose with finishing this composition.  

The circumstances these last months have made it so that the piece will not be 

performed before my graduation, but I have come terms with that reality and 

have even started to see the upsides. If the piece is played the coming fall as is 

now the aim, I will have distanced myself from it. I should then be able to listen 

to the performance with an open mind and hopefully be able to gain a new 

perspective on the work. It is said that sometimes you can’t see the forest for the 

trees. Hopefully, the distance from the compositional process will allow me to 

better understand the whole and grow as a composer.   

There are many elements of this work that I will take with me and continue to 

develop for my next compositions. I feel that I am closer to finding and accepting 

the kind of composer that I am. My work is lyrical and thematic. It is accessible 

and inoffensive. It is not shocking or revolutionary, but it is from the heart. 
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