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Sun Propeller 

for violin and electronics 
written for Emily Westell 

duration: ~10 minutes 
 

Poetics: 
 The title, Sun Propeller, refers to the propeller-like rays of light that occur when sunbeams pierce through 
openings in the clouds.  Scientifically, these columns of light that radiate from a single point in the sky are known as 
crepuscular rays.  The actual phrase “sun propeller” is a literal translation of the Tuvan word for these sunbeams: 
Huun-Huur-Tu (also the name of a famous Tuvan folk singing group). 
 

The idea for this work came while I was researching the music of Tuva, a culture in southern Siberia.  Their 
music, particularly the practice of throat singing, is a vocal imitation of natural surroundings (the sounds of babbling 
brooks, wind resonating against mountains, etc.) and is used to pay respects to the spirits of nature.  This type of 
Tuvan music is built up upon a low drone-tone with overtones floating above.  The music values timbre and vertical 
intervals over traditional melodic and harmonic principles.  While Sun Propeller does not attempt to imitate Tuvan 
music in anyway, it borrows the concept of the static drone and timbre preference in the language used to write the 
violin and electronics. 
 
 
 
Notation: 
 
 Violin scordatura: 

 
 
Bow placement key: 
 

 
 When bowing at points 1 to 4, the possibility of evoking subtones exists – the violinist should try and achieve this 
during the performance. 
 
 



Notation Legend: 
 

m sharp 

µ quarter-tone sharp 

n natural 

B quarter-tone flat 

b flat 

I ¾-tone flat 

t T  diamond note-heads for harmonics 

M 
x-note-heads represent left-hand placement along the 
fingerboard during scratch tone; the pitch is secondary to the 
scratch tone. 

 
Fermata lunga – with specified duration in seconds 

non vib. non vibrato 

vib. vibrato 

m. vib. Molto vibrato 

ord. ord. vibrato 

(fast bow) use more bow than usual 
 
 
 
Electronics: 
 
 The electronics consist of live processing and triggered samples.  The performer triggers events with a food 
pedal.  The electronics consist of a drone based on the overtone spectrum of D (the drone gradually manipulates 
timbres throughout the piece), and timbre manipulations of the live violin sound (adjusting overtone spectra, 
harmonizers, ring modulation, etc.).  The electronics are controlled using a MaxMSP patch.  Please contact Nina C. 
Young at ninacyoung.composer@gmail.com for complete instructions and an updated version of the patch. 
 
Technical Requirements: 

 
• 1 Macbook Pro running Max6 
• 1 microphone for amplification and processing of violin. (Preferably a DPA headset microphone or similar, 

however, a good quality condenser microphone above the player would also work.) 
• 1 midi foot pedal 
• 1 midi interface (to receive foot pedal information) 
• speakers: 

o 5: quadraphonic + center channel for live sound reinforcement 
• audiointerface: 

o minimum: 1 input, 5 outputs (6 if stage monitor is desired) 
• stage monitor 
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Violinist
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DPA headset mic
(input 1)

Audio Interface

MIDI foot pedal

Mac OSX 10.6.8
MaxMSP 6 
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ins

1  ins

speaker assignments

aux

1   2   3   4   5   6  

6

monitor

aux send 1  1

to speakers 1-5, stage monitor (6)

outs
(pre)

INS:
ins 1 - 4: electronics (sf + live processing)
in 5: violin mic (with eq + reverb from mixer)
in 6: electronic mix-down for stage monitor

AUX:
aux 1: violin input (pre fx) to computer

OUTS:
outs 1 - 4: soundfiles + live processing
out 5: violin reinforcement* (with eq + verb)
out6: performer stage monitor

*violin sound reinforcement may not be necessary

MIXER

Mixer connections for:
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Violin scordatura: D-D-A-D
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spdrone.1 gain decrease

Œ

Œ

6 sec.
43

3Sun Propeller

* x-note heads represent left-hand placement along the finger-board, the scratch tone should be more prevalent than the pitches
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SF23
spdrone.1 fade-out
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spdrone.2 to spglide.1 to spgran.1
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SF25
spdrone.1 (orig)
fade-out spdrone.2 to spglide.1 to spgran.1
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spdrone.1 gain decrease
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SF27
spdrone.1 gain increase
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spdrone.1 decrease
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spdrone.1 hairpins (over 10 seconds)
SF fade out (~30 seconds)

w

≥ ≤ ≥ ≤

w

p

3

p

~ 25 sec.
79

.w

≥

œI

.w œI

3 b.b.

n

Œ

Œ

~ 6 sec.

31
patch off
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