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Syrens of the Collective Unconscious is composed for one to three pianists on one to three pianos, meaning a performance of Syrens can range from what sounds like a simple improvisational filigree to a relentless wall of sound, and accomplishes it through a technique analogous to ‘scratchboard’ visual art.

There are four simultaneous ‘tunes’ in Syrens: a fast, delicate, arpeggiated melodic froth; an energetic rhythmic melody of perfect fifths and octaves; a strong, slowly evolving statement in octaves; and an intertwined, bluesy cloth of seven melodic/harmonic parts.

The original music is conceived as a huge jam session in which performers appear to refuse to hand off solos or relinquish their sounds. In other words, each tune began life as a complete end-to-end composition, independent of but related to each of the others in melodic and harmonic source. For example, the melodic froth was brewed from a two-handed piano piece, its individual notes shrunken to form a linear ‘Waller-shape’ with harmonic underpinnings. By itself, the evolving melody in octaves can be re-imagined as a relentless improvisation over a stride bass.

For Syrens to be coherent, some of this material was removed—much as scratchboard art removes layers of ink or wax to reveal the colors beneath. In this case, however, it’s as if the layers of color can float up through each other, changing their order unbidden.

Nonetheless, the resulting score is still a session in which no performer hands off the solo, but in which each of the four components merely thins out the existence of another. The further sculpting is left to the performers, who become the arrangers of Syrens.

A single pianist may play any and all staves where that’s physically possible, being sure to include the arpeggiated froth part, which is unique in that it is played in proportion to the number of performers—in other words, the line is always heard if there are three performers (or a fourth performer is invited to play that line alone). With one performer, the line is heard about a third of the time.

A full complement of pianists may occasionally play everything at the same time, but it should not a be continuous, undifferentiated volley of sound. A call-and-response of parts and dynamics is always welcome—and, in addition to the required froth, a ‘solo’ can be handed off (via dynamic changes or players resting), and the lower and upper parts can be doubled at the octave to help express them within the dense texture.

The players are asked to swing relatively hard throughout and imagine a drummer is present to push them forward, so the music does not settle until the last note—and even then, the motion hangs on in the imagination.

