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Betelgeuse for ensemble (2006) 
 
Betelgeuse was especially composed for the Firebird Ensemble: John Barrow – picc, Dov Goldberg – cl[Eb], Julian Warburton – glock, 
Ian Buckle – pf, Adrian Bradbury – vc, Barrie Webb – conductor, gave the first performance at St. Paul’s Hall, Huddersfield (UK), on 
the 17th May 2007.  
 
Notably, this work accepted as part of the International Sound Exchange project received a performance by the UIUC New Music 
Ensemble: Insung Baik – picc, Pamela Shuler – cl[Eb], Zack Penckofer – glock, Casey Dierlan – pf, Ann Zetterval – vc, James Bunch – 
conductor, at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champagne (USA), on the 16th March 2010. 
 
 
Instrumentation  
 
piccolo 
clarinet in Eb 
glockenspiel 
piano 
violoncello 
 
Duration: 7½ minutes 
 
 
 
Performance Note 
 
General 
 
The overall soundworld should be delicately restrained. Dynamic flux is deliberately limited to the boundaries of extremely soft (pppp) 
to mezzo piano (mp). Attention to precise articulation is paramount, accents, staccato and tenuto marks should be observed at all 
times. Glissandi should occupy the entire notated duration. The pitches at the beginning and end of a glissando should not be 
accented, unless otherwise stated.  
 
Woodwinds employ the pitch of D three-quarter tones sharp. At the start or end of glissandi, a change of embouchure rather than 
precise fingering is preferable, similarly with glissandi betwixt notes that employ a graduation of one semitone (ascending and 
descending). 
  
Glockenspiel employs soft sticks throughout. Staccato notes are to be muted by hand.  



	

Programme Note 
 
Betelgeuse for ensemble (2006) is one of three ensemble works for variable sized instrumental groups that acknowledge the Winter 
Triangle. This particular asterism, an equilateral triangle, is recognisable in the winter night sky and visible to the naked eye on a 
clear night.  
 
There are, however, elements that connect Betelgeuse, Procyon and Sirius. This is the handling of block materials using cyclic/centric 
motions and bi/multidirectional growth processes. Moreover, each of these works exhibit similarities in their use of rhythmic models 
derived from the title of each piece. 
 
Jim Kaler writes: ‘Although Betelgeuse is a supergiant amongst stars, it is ejecting part of itself through a strong wind, and is 
surrounded by a huge shell of dust of its own making.’1 
 
Betelgeuse is about disintegration. I aimed to achieve a soundworld indicative of the star’s fragile state that theoretically will implode. 
I decided at quite an early pre-compositional stage that the music would attempt to delineate an uneven surface layer created by its 
independent parts contained within eleven contiguous dilating panels. The resultant structure is a network of block materials 
conveying subtle nuances predominantly in the higher registers of all instruments that shimmers through its glassy timbre. Betelgeuse 
has a correlation Paul Klee’s layered block painting, ‘Highways and Byways’ (1929) ‘whose glorious colours glow in a fine network of 
prolific fields’.2  Whilst I aimed to create a fragile soundworld reliant on the placement of block materials, the divisible structure of 
Klee’s block painting demonstrates rhythmic instability which appealed to me. 
 
MH 

	
1	Kaler, Jim, ‘Betelgeuse (n.d) <http://www.astro.uiuc.edu/~kaler/sow/betelgeuse.html> accessed 15/02/06. 
2	Klee, Paul, ‘Highways and Byways’ cited: Düchting, Hajo, Paul Klee – Painting Music (Munich; London: Prestel, 2004), 45. 
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