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When things go wrong and will not come right,
Though you do the best you can,
When Life looks black as the hour of night -
A PINT OF PLAIN IS YOUR ONLY MAN.

Flann O'Brien - At Swim Two Birds

 



    

On On On On the the the the AmplificationAmplificationAmplificationAmplification::::    

In all but the most intimate of venues, the stream of sand should be amplified by at least one 

microphone, placed between the bowl and the level at which the percussionist plays it, in order to 

pick up the initial sound of the sand hitting the bowl as well as the percussionist’s gestures. 

If performed in a large venue A PINT OF PLAIN should be amplified as follows: 

The musicians should be amplified by individual microphones. The flautist should have the possibility to 

play both near it for his/her quieter gestures and further away for louder passages. If desired, the 

conductor can also be amplified. 

-------------------------------------------------- 

Techniques:Techniques:Techniques:Techniques: 

Conductor:Conductor:Conductor:Conductor:    
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Equipment: ● 1 Large Staff, long enough to reach the floor 

from a standing position. Ideally this should be a thick, 

relatively straight branch. The important thing is that the 

branch is dry and solid; it cannot have decomposed or the 

conductor risks it breaking during performance. It should 

reach the conductor to the head, or thereabouts, and 

should feel comfortable in his/her grip.  

 

The conductor’s part is notated throughout. It should be 

performed with the staff, in the manner of Lully. In some 

places, including the opening of the piece, the conductor 

beats silently [1111], in others he/she must beat the stick 

against the floor [2222] (if it is not wooden, a different 

wooden surface must be provided). This should be done 

convincingly, as if it is the normal way to conduct. The 

stick is held in one hand only; the conductor is free to use 

the other hand as he/she chooses. 
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The opening of the piece is played without the head joint. 

The player holds the flute vertically and blows across it, as 

if playing a bottle. 

The piece employs Whistle Tone quite a lot. In section C, 

the player is asked to move from WT to Normal 

embouchure over whilst playing. This should result in 

sound moving through some of the higher harmonics of 

the initial pitch – this has been indicated by using grace 

notes without a head. 

 

Equipment: ● 1 large Metal Bowl or Pot. This needs to be 

quite light and big enough to cover the strings stated, but 

small enough to fit between the beams. ● 1 Bow. 

The piano is prepared by placing the bowl inside the piano 

so that it covers the strings from B below, to G above, 

middle C (it may extend below, but not above this range.). 

If the bowl is too small, two may be used. 

The piano part consists of three types of staves. In 

addition to the regular 5-line staff (played as normal), a 

large three line staff is used where the player uses the 

inside of the instrument. The Flick Dampers gesture [1111] is 

performed by lightly pulling up the far side of the dampers 

and releasing them in a ‘’flicking’’ gesture. This should 

result in a gentle percussive attack. The space between the 

staves indicates the placement of the dampers inside the 

instrument. The top half of the staff is used for the middle 

section of the instrument; this is separated from the 

bottom half of the staff by the lower cross-beam.  

If desired, these gestures [1111] may be substituted by 

performing them on an mbira, placed inside the 

instrument. It should have a large range and should be 

tuned to a non-western scale. In this case, the staff 

indicates relative pitch, from the lowest to the highest. 
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PercussPercussPercussPercussion:ion:ion:ion:    
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The pedal staff [2222] indicates where the pedals are used. 

The lowest line of the staff is used for the sustain pedal, 

the middle line for the third pedal and the top line for the 

una corda pedal. Up- and Down-bows are used to indicate 

engaging and releasing of the pedal. The dynamics 

indicate the degree of percussive attack on the damper. A 

loud attack should make the metal bowl resonate. 

 

 

The bow is used on the rim of the bowl – it should be 

played by moving the bow towards/away from the 

performer. It should be done loudly enough to allow the 

bowl to resonate    

    

Equipment: ● 3 crotales (or mounted finger cymbals). ● 

Bass Drum. ● Plastic Brushes. ● Metal Brushes. ● Sand 

Dispenser with sand and stopper. ● 1 small piece each, of 

glass, metal, cardboard, and plastic. 

The Sand Dispenser can be constructed from a variety of 

materials but must include the following basic 

components: ● A container from which the sand drains. ● 

A funnel: taped to the end of the container to ensure that 

the sand drains at an even speed. ● A stopper: of any 

material but a simple bit of rolled paper is the easiest.        

● Sand: enough to last at least one and a half times the 

length of the piece. This should be dry and completely free 

of debris. ● A stand: a large gong- or tam-tam-stand is best. 

A metal bowl: for the sand to drain into 

Crotales are notated at the top of the percussion staff [1111]. 

The three pitches, below, on, and above the top line, can  
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Violin:Violin:Violin:Violin:    
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be chosen by the performer. They are played with metal 

brushes throughout; the tremolos are achieved by rubbing 

the side of the brush against the edge of the disc. 

The bass drum is notated on the bottom line of the staff 

[2222]. The end of the plastic brushes should be traced across 

the surface of the skin, in a circular pattern. The first 

symbol indicates which section of the skin should be used.    

The sand is played by inserting small, flat or almost flat, 

objects of different materials into the falling stream. The 

objects should be as follows: Plastic [PPPP] (such as a credit 

card) Left Hand – Card [CCCC] (a bit of thick cardboard) Right 

Hand – Metal [MMMM] (any small flat piece of metal) – Glass [GGGG] 

(for example a small bottle or beach glass may be used). 

The objects should be inserted into the stream of sand for 

the durations notated [3333]. The objects should all be held at 

the same time, in both hands; stems down are used for 

Left Hand objects, stems up indicate Right Hand objects    

    

 

 

For the duration of the piece, the performer plays 

harmonics or noise, without pressing the string down onto 

the fingerboard [1111]. The finger placement and string 

number is notated and should be followed throughout. 

The vertical tremolos [2222] are performed by moving the 

bow up and down the string, without using too much 

pressure, and within a relatively small range, as that 

covered by poco sul ponticello to poco sul tasto. 

Bars 141-144 should be played by placing a finger on the 

string directly beneath the bow (normal bow placement) 

and bowing on top of it [3333]. This should produce more 

noise than pitch. 
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Like the violin, the cello part mostly consists of sounds 

produced without pressing the string onto the fingerboard.  

For certain sections of the piece, the cello part is written 

on two staves [1111]. The top staff indicates bow placement: 

the top line is the bridge, the bottom line is the finger-

placement in the LH. Consequently, if the thick line is near 

the top of the staff, the bow should be near the bridge – if 

it is near the bottom, it should be close to your left hand.  

In places, the player is asked to place two fingers on the 

same string. This will result in a much less pitched sound. 

When the bow-direction is indicated, the sound should 

move from noise to occasional (unpredictable) pitches.  

There are two different types of artificial harmonic 

glissandi in the piece [2222]: Fixed Interval Glissandi [A], 

where the interval should remain the same (the distance 

between the fingers will increase and decrease), and Fixed 

Distance Glissandi [BBBB], where the distance between the 

fingers is constant, and the sounding harmonics change.  
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