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Program Note 
 
To Know a City Completely was inspired by 
the limits of knowledge in science and 
academia, and the monotony of retreading 
physical environments in our daily lives. I’ve 
half-jokingly summed up the cryptic 
agglomeration of a piece to friends and 
colleagues by saying that it’s about being 
“old and jaded.” To which they inevitably 
respond, “how can you feel that at 22?”  
 
Last year, I passed a Winter in my 
hometown of Seattle with almost no one to 
see, and little to do. To cope with 
restlessness, I found myself walking city 
streets at night. Everywhere I walked had 
some memory associated with my childhood 
or teenage years: my old high school, shops I 
browsed, neighborhoods and parks I used to 
frequent. Without a purpose in the city 
other than waiting for Spring semester to 
start, I felt trapped, reliving old memories 
over and over in a liminal and transitory 
space. School started, but the transitory 
feeling persisted. As I complete my major in 
English, I’ve become disillusioned with the 
academic institution that surrounds and 

shapes the literature I love. Although my 
professors would surely protest the 
observation, I’ve found that the more 
advanced levels of theory and analysis 
become increasingly esoteric and seemingly 
inconsequential. In my search for meaning 
in literature, then, as in my physical 
surroundings, the longer I spend searching 
for knowledge and completeness, the more 
arbitrary and less rewarding that search 
becomes. 
 
A solution for me has been to concentrate 
on the small and local things in life, 
intentionally finding meaning in art and 
activities I perceive as less metaphysical. 
This priority shift can be surprisingly 
cathartic: reconnecting with nature, say, or 
reading a Victorian novel for pleasure 
instead of for analysis, means taking comfort 
in knowing that the world may never be 
fully rational. Musically, this means creating 
a sonic space in which any sound can 
happen at any time—even a wacky one—
and yet be entirely dignified in its novelty. 

  
 
 

Performance Notes 
 

On Amplification 
 
Banjo and Harpsichord may be slightly 
amplified to facilitate better balance with the 
ensemble—if so, take care to keep the effect 
subtle. 
 
Vocoder will need an amplifier: this should 
sound a similar volume to an acoustic 
instrument. 
 

General 
 

: Wide vibrato—enough to 
grab attention, but not quite enough to 
sound cheesy. 
 
Timbral trill: Alternate between two 
fingerings of the written notes for a gentle 
microtonal undulation. 
 
Wind noises: technique varies with 
instrument (see below). 
 
 

Flute 
 
 
Wind noises (m. 116): Finger lowest note, 
cover tone hole, and make “Sh” sound with 
embouchure. Slightly vary air speed while 
minimizing pitch to create a naturalistic 
effect. Breathe freely. 
 
flz. (m. 190): Flutter tongue. 
 

Oboe 
 
Wind noises (m. 131): Finger lowest note, 
and make “Sh” sound with embouchure. 
Slightly vary air speed while minimizing 
pitch to create a naturalistic effect. Breathe 
freely. 
 

Clarinet 
 
Wind noises (m. 131): Make “Sh” sound 
with embouchure. Finger ad-lib. in lowest 
register while slightly varying air speed to 
create a naturalistic effect. Breathe freely. 



flz. (m. 190): Flutter tongue. Substitute 
“growl” if easier. 
 

Bassoon 
 
Wind noises (m. 131): Finger lowest note, 
and make “Sh” sound with embouchure. 
Slightly vary air speed while minimizing 
pitch to create a naturalistic effect. Breathe 
freely. 
 

Horn 
 
Wind noises (m. 111): Blow through 
instrument while gently moving valves to 
create a naturalistic effect. Breathe freely. 
 

Trumpet 
 
With plunger mute— 
 

 : Closed 
 : Open 

 
Wind noises (m. 111): Blow through 
instrument while gently moving valves to 
create a naturalistic effect. Breathe freely. 
 

Trombone 
 

With plunger mute— 
 

 : Closed 
 : Open 

 
Tuba 

 
Wind noises (m. 127): Blow through 
instrument while gently moving valves to 
create a naturalistic effect. Breathe freely. 
 

Banjo 
 
Recommended tuning: gCGBD 
 
Banjo may be slightly amplified to facilitate 
better balance with the ensemble. 
 

: Wide vibrato—bend neck 
and push head, in the style of Jens Kruger. 
 

Harpsichord 
 
Preferably use a two-manual instrument. If 
unavailable, m. 132 may be played in broken 
octaves. 
 

Feel free to experiment adding the 4’ stop 
and coupling the manuals in different 
sections. 
 
Harpsichord may be slightly amplified to 
facilitate better balance with the ensemble. 
 

Vocoder 
 
Preferably use an analog vocoder. If 
unavailable, a MIDI keyboard and software 
may be used as a last resort. This preference 
is less for sound quality and more for visual 
storytelling: the audience sees an analog 
instrument on stage and can infer the limits 
of its capabilities, whereas if the audience 
sees a laptop on stage, it creates a potentially 
distracting mystery. For the premiere, an 
AKAI MINIAK on the setting “Deep 
Vocoder” was used.  
 
Similarly, to emulate the audio qualities of 
an acoustic instrument, use a single amplifier 
placed onstage, rather than a concert hall’s 
sound system. The volume should be similar 
to an acoustic instrument. 
 
The timbre should be reminiscent of 70s 
and 80s rock music (e.g. “O Superman” by 
Laurie Anderson, beginning of “The Raven” 
by Alan Parsons Project). Distort the timbre 
to the point where harsher electronic sound 
threatens to overtake the pure tone of the 
voice, but the lyrics remain audible. 
 

Percussion 2 
 
Musical Saw: always struck with yarn or 
super ball mallet. Use the loudest and most 
resonant pitch that is significantly lower 
than the Flexatone that accompanies it (in 
Percussion 1). If possible, maintain that 
same pitch throughout the piece.  
 

Strings 
 
s.p.: sul ponticello. 
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