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for violin, string ensemble, electric keyboard and bells

Sara Cubarsi, Nov 2017
for Violeta

Exvot III



Exvot III
(Backgrounds)

PERFORMANCE NOTES

PERFORMERS NEEDED

- 1 solo violinist (with a modern bow)
- 4 violinists (special bowing technique)
- 2 violists (special bowing technique)
- 2 cellists (no bow)
- 2 assistants / personal bowers (bowing the 2 cellos)
- 1 keyboardist

OTHER MATERIALS

- 4 small bells tied to a horsetail hair*
- 2 equally heavy non-ringing objects (e.g. wooden branch, small bell with wax inside so that it can’t 
ring) tied to a horse hair*
- 4 larger bells with no hair attached*
- Laptop: Max / 7 tuning patches for the electric midi keyboard, to be processed through the Helmholtz 
Calculator program (also available by the maker http://www.marcsabat.com/ for free) *
- speakers

*available and provided by the composer

STAGE PLAN



SCORDATURA

Soloist
- The A (440 Hz) and the D strings are tuned as a just fifth.
- The fourth string is tuned as a 3:5 to the D-string. [F-comma-up in the HEJI notation]
- The first string is tuned as a 11:8 over the C tuned to the F as a 3:2. [F-comma-up one-quarter-sharp 
in the HEJI notation (explained here http://www.marcsabat.com/pdfs/notation.pdf). It could also be 
tuned as a 11:4 by stopping the first string on its 4th harmonic node and playing it against a C tuned to 
the 3rd harmonic of the D string (A). Otherwise tune at 726 Hz or F# -33 cents.

String ensemble
- The first, second and third strings are tuned in just fifths (A=440 Hz)
- The fourth string is tuned as a 3:5 to the third string.

DISTRIBUTION OF BELLS

- The soloist has a bell hanging from each arm, at elbow height. Tighten the bell in the right arm so that 
it doesn’t hit your face when playing ‘Background 5’. 
- The violin section has a bell hanging from one horse hair end, and another one from their right arm.
- The first cellist’s personal bower has two bells, one hanging from each elbow.

Soloist:
Left Arm: #1 
Right Arm: #2 

Vln 1: 
Right Arm: #10
Bow: #3A

Vln 2:
Right Arm: #12 (B) 
Bow: #7

Vln 3
Right Arm: #3B
Bow: #4

Vln 4
Right Arm: #6 
Bow: #5

Vc 1
Bower: #9 and #11

BOWING

- The soloist uses a normal modern bow.
- The violin section bows the instrument with one black horse hair with a bell acting as a 
counterweight on the left side of the instrument, and pulling/pushing with the right hand.



(example pictures of bowing technique used for the violin section)



- The viola section bows the instrument with one black horse hair, with a piece of something solid 
(small branch?) acting as a counterweight on the left side of the instrument, and pulling/pushing with 
the right hand. 
- The first cellist fingers the notes, while another performer bows the cello with each hand at each end 
of one black horse hair. The personal bower has one bell hanging form each arm. 
- The second cellist fingers the notes, while another performer bows the cello with each hand at each 
end of one black horse hair. The personal bower does not have any bells.

Bowing techniques
Bowing techniques have been notated to activate bells in diDerent ways. For example:

- Circular bowing: this will generally activate the right arm bell.
- Tremolo: this will generally activate the bow bell.

         - Parallel bowing: bowing from poco sul tasto to poco sul pont. This will not really activate bells,    
but will create a short, relatively aggressive and pitched stroke.

Tremolo marking:
- One dash: subtle alternating of notes, intended to slightly activate the bow arm bells.
- Z sign: activate both bells with circular bowing and bow tremolo.
- Two dashes: circular bowing.
- Three: slow tremolo.
- Four: fast tremolo. 

The one-hair technique will enable bowing the four strings at once. By changing the angle of the right
arm one is able to bow the lowest string on its own, the lowest two strings, the lowest three strings, or all
fourth (but not the upper string on its own for example). The music is adapted to this bowing technique,
it will be no diGculty to pursue these actions. 

SHIFTING

The soloist has a couple of extreme shifts that are used to activate the left arm bell, which will hit the 
soloist’s body with the impulse of the shift. This should be expected, and not avoided. 

KNEE KNOCKING

The soloist uses a knee to activate left arm bell.

INTONATION

Violin solo
The pitches have been derived from and inspired by the sound of the bells. All performers should be 
attentive to the bells. 

The soloist’s part is written with the Helmholtz Extended JI Notation to approximate notes found in the
bells and to place them within a harmonious grid. The harmonies have been derived from these 
approximations, mostly in 11-limit JI. The soloist must attempt at all times to perform the precisely 
notated pitches, but at the same time be receptive to the bells, and performatively recognize when a bell 



is being represented by a notated pitch on the score. Hitting the bell with the knee is indicated 
sometimes, to allow tuning into a specific bell. 

In an ideal world, I would imagine that the soloist becomes so familiar with the sound of the bells that 
they could improvise a diDerent solo part. The written solo part could be seen as my personal and 
possible improvisation responding to these specific bells. Once the written part is learnt, the soloist may 
change pitches and material, always in connection to the sounding bells, and considering the techniques 
discussed. 

Recognizing the importance of intonation is crucial for this piece. It is by means of this microtonal 
attempt that we may become in contact with the material reality of these specific bells, the inharmonic 
timbre of which depends on their specific size, shape, density, etc. Intonation is therefore not an end of 
its own, but a means to connect with the material world. 

Strings
The music for the string section has been notated with traditional flats and sharps, that should be tuned 
as justly as possible to the given open strings. Whereas the string’s part could have been notated with the
Helmholtz notation, I decided not to, given the multiple tuning obstacles that the performance 
technique provides. The performers should let themselves be guided by their open strings and bells. 

The ‘bell symbol’ indicates matching of the predominant bells pitches. Usually each bell has one 
predominant fundamental pitch. Match that pitch on both bells on the indicated strings. Range and 
which string (III or IV) for each pitch is up to the performer. 

Keyboard
The keyboard part is processed through 7 tuning patches on the Helmholtz Calculator: X1, X2, X3, X4,
X5, X6, X7. The keyboardist will have the laptop to its right and change tunings when indicated on their
score.  The composer will provide guidelines on how to activate tuning patches. The keyboardist should 
read from the sounding pitch score ignoring the microtonal accidentals and disregarding arrows. E.g. an 

F4o will be performed as an F on the keyboard. Special attention must be paid to the pedal 

(functions like an organ).

TIMING

This music is not be very rhythmically strict. A certain amount of indulging in rhythmic/timing freedom 
is allowed and expected. ‘Background 5’ is particularly free. The soloist should lead the harmonic 
changes. The keyboardist should just follow after the soloist and all parts should approximately move 
simultaneously, but rhythmic precision or clean harmonic changes are not expected. 
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Exvot III (Backgrounds) – Sara Cubarsi

it presents a plane with six di✏erentiated but uninterrupted ‘backgrounds’ within which 
multiple soundscape situations are activated by the performers. what’s in the foreground?

you crawl towards your friend
microtonality was just a means to connect with the inherent material nature and qualities of (in 
this case) the bells.

‘a life of metal’
gravity pushes down. the seventh compresses your lungs.

  give up verticality
the eleventh belongs somewhere above the ground.

large cow bell
church bell

break down the upright human into two perpendicular entities: God is no longer a separate 
force from the kneeling exvoto donor, the vertical human is no longer a separate being from the
crawling animal.

two humans
(follow) the crowd

performer groups or singles enact di✏erent forces in these fields.
the passing by of a wolf, or a tempest approaching

in this Hieronymus Bosch inspired landscape, the soloist represents a singularity which can 
fluidly change personae.
 a lost ram, the herd

        la chèvre folle der Tod  
a magic circle: activate the right arm bell with a circular arm motion. match the bell pitch. 
please attempt to play justly in tune, with one hair only.

      what does your ear hear?
it is hanging form one hair. The process of tuning just puts the fragility of the material world in 
evidence.

like wax in Descartes’ hands
all these di✏erent entities enter a heterogenous and interdependent performative whole, 
creating a variety of fields open to multiple interpretations – or to be left uninterpreted.

you pull o! one hair from your tail

MacBook Pro
Program note


