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Cucumber Serenades (2009) 
concerto-scenery for violin, electronic tones and violin choir 
 
‘Cucumber Serenades (Gurkenlieder)’ acquired its rather unusual 
title because of how the piece initially came about. In a number of 
recent projects I have collaborated with the visual artist Lorenzo 
Pompa, and he has a series of sculptures in which a straight 
cucumber is sliced off at the bottom and then placed vertically, 
like a cactus, in a bed of pickling salt inside a glass vitrine. 
Over the course of several weeks, a gradual transformation takes 
place, as the cucumber slowly becomes dessicated, in the process 
releasing a small drip of fluid and a sweet delicate perfume. 
Lorenzo invited me to compose a piece of music which eventually 
might be a kind of intermittent counterpoint to one of his cucumber 
vitrine sculptures, a kind of ‘moaning serenade’. 
 
When Gerhard Uebele invited me to compose a new work for solo violin 
and violin choir for his Violinale Festival, I saw a possibility of 
creating a kind of music sculpture, a slow process of harmonic 
transformation mirroring that of the cucumber, a piece with a fixed 
beginning and end which could, if needed, begin and/or end at any 
point within its course. 
 
In making my pieces, I am often interested in finding a 
confrontation between rigorous, objective excavations of material, 
filtered by various physical/perceptual parameters, and allusions to 
an elusive poetic sense of the ‘musical’ which is highly personal 
and specific. 
 
‘Cucumber Serenades’ is part of a series of Just Intonation works 
based on what I call the ‘Koan cantus firmus’, in hommage to James 
Tenney: basically a rising glissando is rastered in some way into a 
sequence of precisely tuned pitches. In this case, the initial 
material arose by calculating the set of possible tuneable 23-limit 
JI intervals from the first six natural harmonics of all four violin 
strings. The idea was that the texture would be a juxtaposition of a 
solo changing element (the gradually rising microtonal solo violin) 
and a relatively static element (a chorus of violins playing natural 
harmonics), creating a gradually shifting perception from a fixed 
set of harmonic intervals. The set of possible pitches was further 
filtered, by limiting both their range and the range of summation 
tones produced to the physical playing range of the violin, above 
which the perception of pitch and interval rapidly deteriorates in 
humans. The material is presented as relatively steady and quick 
sequence of tones, grouped in shifting patterns of (up to) 3 pulses, 
delicately reminiscent of a dance, sometimes graceful, but with 
occasional missteps. The initial indication to the players: Sweetly 
flowing along, well tuned but somewhat roughly articulated, folk. 
 
 
Berlin, 4 August 2009 
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Sweetly flowing along, well tuned but somewhat roughly articulated, folk
q ca. 84 : poco rubato

Marc Sabat

(Gurkenlieder)
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