Facts of Life
The Facts according to Gatto Marte
The Performers

Gatto Marte is a chamber ensemble of classical background with an attitude close to jazz
and a twist of folk music, from Eastern Europe through the Mediterranean towards the
North. Piano, double bass, violin and bassoon are the protagonists of this musical
journey.
The ensemble has played in numerous international festivals such as Autunno Musicale
in Como in 1998, Arezzo Wave in 2000 (the ensemble wins the award as the best
emerging band in Italy), Luci del Nuovo Millennio in Como in 2001 (with the film
"Malombra"), The International Film Festival "Strade del Cinema" in Aosta (with "A
Woman" in 2002 and "Balloonatic" in 2003), the International Festival "Rimusicazioni"
in Bolzano in 2003 (the ensemble wins the award for the best music for the film
"Malombra"), Alter-Ego Festival in Braine-le-Comte in Belgium in 2004.
In January 2005 the ensemble went to Monterey and Santa Cruz (California) to present
live the film Faust in two important events.
The music is descriptive and imaginative, it often recollects little stories, which can be
comical, tragicomically dramatic, with an ironical touch. This attitude has led the
ensemble to compose music for silent films such as Malombra by Carmine Gallone, The
Gold Rush by Charlie Chaplin, Balloonatic by Buster Keaton, A Woman by Charlie
Chaplin and lately Faust by Frederich Murnau.
http://gattomarte.berevoescu.com/

www.nigel-morgan.co.uk

1

Facts of Life
The Facts according to Gatto Marte
Scenario
Gatto Marte is a quartet of Italian musicians who devise their own special music and
ways to perform it. To say they are ensemble of violin, bassoon, piano and double bass
hides the fact that at every turn of the page they may transform themselves into
something else – percussionists, vocalists, banjo-players, home-made instrumentalists,
sound effects specialists – anything and everything that makes their music come alive: to
tell stories, to accompany film and puppet theatre, to give new life to old songs and to
invent new songs with echoes of past traditions and styles.
Nigel Morgan is the first composer from outside the quartet to be invited to write for this
unique ensemble. He’s chosen to compose a 45-minute work as part of his expanding
Facts of Life series. He’s chosen to write ‘The Facts according to Gatto Marte’!
All the music under the umbrella of Facts of Life is inspired by the open-form pictorial
adventures of Pippo Lionni, a New York designer whose says of his images: Facts of
Life is visual – there is no sound.
Well, we’ll see about that!
For the The Facts according to Gatto Marte Nigel Morgan has chosen 15 black and white
images from the first volume of Facts of Life (the one with the electric green cover). All
these images have titles that provide a kind of scenario for musical action (like force
counter force) or musical expression (nostalgia). Some titles are highly ambiguous
suggesting both action and expression (reflection), others describe styles, sounds and
structures (submerged, entropy, mind against matter).
The 15 ‘Facts’ are scored variously for quartets, trios, duos and solos. The movements
can be played in any order, may be repeated or omitted, rescored, recorded and used as
backing tracks, cut up, spliced together, be interventions, codas, introductions, what you
will. But there will be, to start with, 15 fully-composed pieces – The Facts according to
Gatto Marte.
The 15 compositions will be created first in an algorithmic computer environment. This
allows each piece to be quickly and radically customised in any of its musical parameters
– melody, harmony, rhythm, scoring, dynamics, musical structure and form – to allow for
interventions (images, sound effects, theatrical action, the addition of words). The
resulting music will be displayed straight to computer visual displays in full score and the
ensemble will have full control of how the score proceeds using USB foot-pedals and
single key-stroke actions.
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Each member of Gatto Marte gets a ‘Fact Manual’. This is their own collection of
musical scales, patterns, studies, loops, vamps and hooks associated directly with each of
the 15 ‘Facts’. This comes in two forms: a landscape A4 booklet containing a summary
page for each of the 15 movements; an Active Notation manual. The first will contain the
image, the scenario text, and an abstract of the musical material presented in the
movement. The second will use a computer display to project an active rehearsal session
for individual performers. This will be based on the same ‘active’ technology developed
for Continuum with Blues for solo guitar. The virtual approach used here makes it
possible for the performer to shape a practice session by choosing the degree to which
three musical parameters (pitch, rhythm, dynamics ) interact with each other on a given
phrase. Players might wish to focus just on pitch and dynamics, leaving the practice
surface uncluttered by rhythmic detail. In Active Notation dynamics can be set to express
a change in volume by a proportional change in note size.

Example screen from the Fact Manual software showing Double Bass phrase and Active Notation.
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Here’s a brief synopsis of each ‘Fact of Life’ – according to Gatto Marte. The
descriptions below will form the basis for computer code, but can also be instruction (to
Gatto Marte) for group improvisation.
Breaking Away (Q)
This is a story in music of the members of a Quartet stating
their individuality, trying to become four solo musicians. From
a synchronised unison, whose texture is so dense and duration
so short you can’t (easily) make out each instrument, there’s a
kind of overture-like march that maintains this effect. As the
march progress the whole texture gradually fragments into
graceful polyphonic part-writing. This reveals the sound and
character of each instrument. Each player also gets an
opportunity to be a soloist against a three-part accompaniment,
during which the entire compass of each instrument is ‘shown
off’. The piece might end with interventions of the opening
synchronised chord, only this time exquisitely played with
longer durations and effects (trills, tremolos, dynamic change)
so each instrument is clearly recognizable – even on a unison
chord.
Futility (T)
This is a trio for violin, bowed double bass (with bottleneck slide)
and bassoon. A bland and boring texture, meandering ‘stupid’
rhythms, the musicians wander (with minimum effort) to find a
worthwhile musical direction. Will the trio break out of such
futility? It is highly likely that Gatto Marte will find a way out of
this musical cul de sac. The composer has devised some interesting
directions for the musicians to take . . . if they feel up to it.

Reflection (D)
This movement explores all the duo possibilities within the
quartet. From two hands reflecting each other’s movement at
the piano to a duet between right and left hand on the double
bass, to a duet with a mobile phone for the bassoon. There are
musical reflections too, in different approaches to inversion
and palindrome, and pregnant pauses for ‘reflection’ filled
with reflective solos (and duos).
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Balance (Q)
Here the three melody instruments indulge in some high-speed tightrope walking along a relentless melodic line in unisons and octaves.
The music is full of intricate doublings and combinations all over the
instruments’ respective registers. If an instrument fails to ‘keep a
balance’ on the line, it continues its part ‘off centre’, just like
Rzewski’s Mouton de Panurge. While this is going on the pianist
amplifies the tonal implications of ‘the line’ as it unfolds and
deviates.

Up Against the Wall (S)
This is the first solo of the collection: a highly syncopated
‘duet’ for one player between double bass and ‘percussion’
made on the body of the instrument and with a special drum
kit. This kit is positioned around the player and uses hi-hat
and bass drum pedals. Despite being a solo, the rest of the
Quartet are invited to comment with all kinds of
interjections and interventions.

Force Counter Force (D)
A blues with a strident walking bass in which double bass
and bassoon attempt to outdo each other in the range and
intensity of their walking the blues and antiphonal call and
response. Both players attempt to do three things at once:
play the bass line, mark out chords and play a blues melody
with improvised solos.
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Mind Over Matter (D)
This is a challenging duet for bassoon and violin. Both instruments are
asked to play with (metaphorically or physically) one hand tied behind
their backs, making it necessary to find ways to bring the mind to
triumph over the matter of physical restriction. With the help of the
pianist and bassist as ‘carers’ the duo also explore a number of other
‘impossible’ situations . . .

Flip (S)
This movement imagines the violinist as a free runner or traceur. Vive
le Parkour! A characteristic of parkour is efficiency. Practitioners
move not only as rapidly as they can, but also in the most direct and
efficient way possible. All the basic movements of parkour are
translated into a novel and dynamic musical vocabulary: Atterrissage,
Équilibre de chat, Franchissement, Lâché, Passement, Planche,
Roulade, Saut de détente, Tic tac. Once this movement has been
performed the violinist may indulge in any of parkour moves as
interventions in the pieces that follow.

Tension (Q)
The Quartet make reference to the many ways dramatic tension is
portrayed in musical scores. From the clichéd vocabulary
surrounding the silent movie to the stabbing chords of Hitchcock’s
Psycho, the music progresses to more subtle views and mechanisms
of tension. Suspensions, double suspensions, trills and extended
ornaments, the very high and the very low all combine together to
keep the players and listeners on the edge of their seats, tenir en
haleine.
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Entropy (Q)
Nothing happens without making the universe more
disorganised . . . in thermodynamics it’s the tendency of
energy to dwindle. The Quartet play as one instrument
with great energy, but their collective energy dwindles
and there’s disorder and decay. The music makes
reference to the sampled world of Robert Worby’s
acousmatic work The Entropy Catalogue.

Progress (Q)
An exercise in accumulation taken to extraordinary lengths,
the music starts from a single note on a single instrument
and aims to ‘progress’. To what? The score is full of
signposts pointing to progressively more extreme and
improbable situations. But only one route to progress is
viable. It’s up to the players to find out which one.

Paradigm Shift (Q)
The Quartet is asked to unravel a commonplace musical
statement: a National Anthem, a popular song, a folk
dance tune. Whatever they find on the page the musical
task is to shift this musical example into a different
territory stylistically, dramatically or contextually.
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Submerged (D)
Piano and double bass play as if underwater. Accompanied by live
sound effects from the other members of the quartet (Chinese
cymbals as water gongs and the use of ocean drums) low fluid
sounds make music for an imaginary submarium full of strange and
wonderful creatures from the deep.

Nostalgia (S + T)
The violinist, with accompaniment from the remaining trio,
takes a nostalgic look at Gatto Marte’s past repertoire.
Inspired by sound and image clips of recordings, concert
programmes, tour snaps and postcards, the music is a collage
of four independent memories that occasionally come
together to ‘be nostalgic’.

Togetherness (Q)
This is a simple, homely coda to the Facts (of life) according to Gatto
Marte. It’s a last word, a parting shot, a goodbye and goodnight, a see
you later, arrivederci, ciao, a presto . . . a lullaby, played and then
sung as the players take leave their instruments and disappear into the
night singing and then humming into the distance.
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Facts of Life
The Facts according to Gatto Marte
Technical Synopsis
Some of Nigel Morgan’s previous work such as Continuum with Blues and Self Portrait
have used ‘Active Notation’ as a means of delivering the score to players using laptops
and networking technology. Each performer in Gatto Marte will have their own laptop in
place of a conventional music stand.
In a solo context Active Notation can be used to make decisions about the structure of an
open form piece and also to collaborate with the computer during the performance itself
by allowing it the freedom to dynamically rescore the work within certain parameters as a
stimulus for creative response from the performer.

Some of the dynamic notations used in Continuum with Blues.

In a larger ensemble Active Notation can be used over a computer network where it
functions partly as a rehearsing and devising aid, and partly as a method of score delivery
and ensemble direction in live performance. In the former of these roles the group can
work collaboratively on re-structuring an Open Form piece, the network ensuring that all
changes are reflected accurately on everyone’s scores. When performed live the system
will ensure that players are all ‘on the same page’ as it were, accepting cues on how to
progress from a performer doubling as musical director.

Active Notation system for Self Portrait. The screen of the musical director's laptop (left) shows a full view
of the piece, while players (right) have tailored versions for their instrumental groups.
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The Facts according to Gatto Marte will build upon these successful Active Notation
projects by adding a dynamically generated visual aspect that will bring together input
from the players alongside up-to-the-minute information gathered from local media
sources. The visual element will not only show us The Facts according to Gatto Marte,
but also the ‘facts’ as they are in your area at the time of the performance.
The Facts Go Live & Local
As with all Pippo Lionni’s images, the 15 facts that have been chosen for this work may
look simple but invariably end up demanding a complex response from the observer. The
poet Margaret Morgan will be invited to provide a series of word-associations for each of
the images. The resulting series of lists the members of Gatto Marte may also modify
according to their own interpretation of the ‘facts’ on display.
Wherever the group play they can ‘point’ the Active Notation software toward online
regional news sources. During the performance of each Fact, Lionni’s image will be
accompanied by text and images drawn live from these local media source, presenting
new and surprising connections between Lionni’s archetypal situations and events in our
daily lives. The results might even inspire the group to take the performance in another
direction by making the next Fact one that they perceive to be similar (or opposed !) to
the imagery generated by the Fact currently being played.

An example of ‘live’ imagery and text based on the idea of “Breaking Away”.
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This presentation of the local Facts of Life builds upon the visual element of Nigel
Morgan’s choral work Esther Dyson’s 12 Design Rules. This piece includes dynamically
generated visuals based on searching the Flickr photo-hosting website for keywords in
the libretto: you’ll never know what to expect due to the constantly changing content of
the site.

A screen from Esther Dyson’s 12 Design Rules.

The software written for The Facts according to Gatto Marte will use Application
Programming Interfaces (APIs) provided by Google, The Guardian and the BBC to
search for media relating to the Fact currently being interpreted.
Graphical Interventions
In addition to the 15 more conventionally composed Facts, there are a series of possible
graphic interventions that the players can cue as they see fit. These can be used to provide
moments of repose, opportunities for improvisation or anything else the group can think
of that lies outside the opportunities provided by the 15 central Facts.
Lionni’s images for each of the 15 central Facts are frozen amid a web of dynamically
sourced media. Here the images are presented on their own with subtle animation that
aims to hold the interest of the observer while still preserving the ambiguity of the image
and its possibility for multiple interpretations.
Certain aspects of these animations may also be responsive to the actions of the player,
for example their speed increasing with the density of note attacks.

Sketch of the graphical intervention for the Fact Pictorus.
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The Networked Ensemble
The Facts according to Gatto Marte will use four networked laptops connected to a
wireless hub to coordinate the work. The network will serve the following purposes:
•

•
•
•
•

Allowing the players to devise routes through the material, which can then be
progressed through by using a USB footswitch. Once the ‘director’ (in charge
of the footswitch decides to move on the other players will have their screens
updated.
Let the players to democratically subvert their route by cueing up
interventions and advancing the appearance of a desired Fact. Once a player
does this, the network will notify the other members in advance.
Propagate any annotations made by the players to the score during the
devising/rehearsing process to the other members.
The system may also present dynamically generated variations on the material
as a challenge or suggestion to the players.
Players may also use key presses to trigger sounds from a library of concrete
and electroacoustic samples of their own devising.

System Schematic
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Requirements
•
•
•
•
•

Four laptops with wireless networking ability (the laptop used by the
“director” will also need a standard Ethernet socket for connecting to the
Internet)
Wireless network hub
USB footswitch
Internet connection
Projector or other large screen – the director’s laptop will operate in splitscreen with one ‘screen’ redirected to the projector and showing the graphical
element, the other displaying the Active Notation score.
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The Composer
Nigel Morgan is a composer working at the heart of
contemporary concert music in the UK. His current
worklist of some 90 compositions includes many
commissioned works in orchestral, chamber, vocal and
digital media categories.
In the 1980s as the Arts Council's Music Animateur for
the East of England he began an association with new
technology, recording and performance that has become
a continuous thread in his creative output, most recently
in project work with the BBC National Orchestra of
Wales and the ILIOS Festival. His music consistently reflects innovative and original
approaches to composition often enabling performers to make a deeper contribution to
interpretation than is the norm in contemporary scores. His music celebrates and reinvents many of the aspects of Renaissance and Baroque music whilst integrating novel
features of open-form and computer-aided algorithmic composition.
He has been a co-developer of the Symbolic Composer software for Macintosh since
1990 and is Visiting Research Fellow at Plymouth University's Interdisciplinary Centre
for Computer Music Research.
The Technologist
Phil Legard began working with Nigel Morgan in 2004 while completing a Master’s
degree in Creative Technology. He has worked on designing and realising the multimedia
and technical elements of many of Nigel Morgan’s projects, including all those
mentioned in this document.
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