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On Verbal Notation

Commentary: Far Away and Dimly Pealing
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Two Attempts

In November 2008, John Lely and I made a realisation of the piece as part
of a series of performances of Gavin Bryars' music hosted by Bath Spa
University. \i7hen preparing a realisation of Far Aud1, and Dimly pealing,
we found that two principal, ar.rd interdependent, decisions needed to be
made: how, and n'here. It seemed impossible to fix one without attending
to the other as they er-rforce rnutual constraints on the performance. our
starting point for the realisation was ro begin discussing how we might make
the piece. while it would have been straightforward enough ro use recenr
technology, we felt that there needed to be something of the original conrext
for the piece retained in our performance.

The accourt of the failed first attempt in rhe score also hints at a physical
connection between tl-re performer and the sound, so we began by exploring
practical ways to achieve this. we settled almost immediately on rhe use of
a suspended bell attached to a long piece of string. This was implied by the
score, is a cost-effective way to make the piece, is easy to set up, and should
be fairiy robust giver-r suitable materials.

After researching various types of srring, we bought 3 km of three-ply
sisal in four 750 m balls (which were abour the size of footballs) ro make sure
lvc had enough. Thc string needcd to be strong in .rder ro prevent snapping
when put under rension, but nor so heavy that it would be impossible to
pull. As it turned our, overbuyir-rg (a mile is c. 1660 m) was a good decision:
during the first attempr I would run our of string after unfurling three balls
- supposedly containing 2250 m of string - some 250 m short of the distance
required. The string was ro be attached to rny father's old Great Eastern
Railway station bell. In preparing the performance, we made numerous resrs
with short lengths of string tied to the clapper ro determine the optimal
mcans of producing the sound.

\(/e were aware rirat the weight of the string might be such that once rhe
clapper was pulled, the string could prevent ir from returning to its original
position, givir-rg us only one chance to make the bell sound. By angling the
bell with the handle pointing away from the direction of pull ing, the weight
of the clapper would provide it with the best chance of multiple strikes on
reiease of the string. 

'We 
mounred the bell on a wheeled tripod, placing it

about a metre off the ground.
Once we had decided how to make the sound, our principal problem was

to find a site where we could try a rcalisation. Bryars'parenthetical comment
in the score served as a u'arning here: the l ikelihood of interference was high
along what would most l ikely be an unguarded stretch of land. Sabotage
could not be ruled out in a public space, so we looked at sites where either
there was no public access, or the probabil ity of being disturbed was low: it
would most l ikely be a private performance. ri l /e considered beaches, remote
parts of Norfolk, and open countryside before settl ing on an airf ield as the
most practical location. These are not generally accessible and have long
stra iqht  tarmac runwsvs.
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tension was taken up gradlral l l i  before a f inal tug released the pebblcs. From

a mile awal; the air horn n'as just aucl ible u. i th i ts ini t ial  blast, which quickly

subsided. I  continued to watch thc instrument from nearby and after a while

the rveight of the pebblcs unexpectedlv caused more of the compressed air ro

graduallv seep out, and moments later the air l -rorn regained er-rough pressure

to make a second, sustained, dying and slorvlv fal l ing sound, n'hich again was

audible a mile away

76 John Lely redlises Far Awa,v and Dinil,v Pealing


