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CoMA Midwinter Composers Course, with Allcomers Midwinter Strings
St Hilda’s College, Oxford

CoMA Midwinter Composers Course is aimed at:
- Early stage and more experienced composers (aged 18+)
- Composers looking to learn more about writing for strings
- Anyone who would like to attempt composing for the first time

How it works:

- Before the course, composers draft a new work (3-6 minutes) for either String
Orchestra or String Chamber Ensemble (see instrumentation details below).
You're also welcome to write a piece that would work for both.

The composition tutor will aim to give you early feedback in December.
Composers engage in group tuition classes and one-to-one composition tutorials
The string ensembles engage in workshop sessions with the composers to
explore the works together

CoMA welcomes:
- Composers of any style and/or background
- Anopen mind and a curious imagination
- Willingness to try something new

CoMA guarantees:
- Composition and instrumental tutors who offer a friendly and supportive
approach to tuition that is both challenging and deeply instructive.

Allcomers String Ensembles
Allcomers String Orchestra will follow the conventional instrumentation of a standard
string orchestra (violin 1 & 2, viola, cello and double bass.)

Allcomers string chamber ensemble with a likely make up of 4 violins, 2 violas, 3 cellos
and 2 basses.

Most players are somewhere in the region of ABRSM Grade 4/5. There are some who
have only been playing two or three years and are more in the region of grade 3. For the
purposes of this course we suggest writing to an ABRSM Grade 5/6 sight-reading
standard as a maximum level of difficulty for parts. If using scales, it is best not to exceed
three sharps or flats, preferably no more than two. Please ensure any use of extended
techniques and contemporary notation is clearly explained.

We strongly recommend against divisi as this increases the difficulty level. However
concertino/ripieno texture works well, although you may find that in practice doubling
the solo parts is necessary. Composers may provide simpler orchestral parts (such as
violin Ill, viola Il and cello Il) for the less experienced players, but these are not essential.



‘CoMA

Tips - Writing for mixed ability string orchestra:

The clue with this compositional exercise is “mixed ability” and your job as a composer is
to make an interesting score whilst remembering that your performers’ experience of
notation, technique and playing together in large groups is minimal:

o NOTATION: Give clear instructions and explanations, especially for anything
unusual. All formats welcome (ranging from conventional crotchets and quavers
to graphic score).

o STRING TECHNIQUES: The range of ability in a mixed string group may mean that
some players have not yet dealt with all the techniques that are possible.
Carefully consider when and where to use unusual techniques and be wary of
piling lots of techniques on top of one another.

® SOLOS AND HIGH MUSIC: Some solos in your music are possible, but be careful
how challenging these might be. Less able or confident players may struggle with
playing in high ranges, which can also lead to tuning problems. Tip: think about
what will work relatively quickly so the “music” can be rehearsed.

e PARTS AND SCORE: It is essential that your parts and score match up. Bar
numbers and Rehearsal Letters are necessary. Be sure to include articulation,
dynamics and phrasing.

e FAST and RHYTHM: For mixed ability players FAST music can challenge both
individuals and also the ensemble playing of sections. Try to make anything fast
relatively straightforward (e.g on the beat, easy pitches) so that the speed does
not get in the way. Avoid overloading fast music with lots of changes of
technique.

e OPEN NOTATION/ALEATORIC NOTATION: if you want to give individuals free space
to improvise, be very clear with your instructions and make sure you are
relatively specific about the gestures, speeds, articulations notes and rhythms
that you want.

Examples of String Orchestra Works

‘Meraki’ by Melody E6tvos

‘Entracte’ by Caroline Shaw

‘Air on a G String’ by Johann Sebastian Bach

‘Simple Symphony’ by Benjamin Britten

‘Chorale’ by Errollyn Wallen

‘Andante for Strings’ by Ruth Crawford Seeger

‘Capriol Suite’ by Peter Warlock

Sinfonietta No. 1 for Strings by Coleridge-Taylor Perkinson



https://soundcloud.com/melodyeotvos/meraki?utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing
https://youtu.be/PJ9PMydTVYE?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/E2j-frfK-yg?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/jFeRels8AyY?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/JpUlXsGPnS8?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/gxirAgUh-w4?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/OdibDKnp7Mc?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/KCGBJeLoU-c?feature=shared
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Score and Part Delivery
Composers will provide PDF copies of scores and parts for each piece:

e Handwritten and computer-generated scores and parts are equally acceptable as
long as the notation is clear.

e Staves in scores should be minimum 5 pt font

e Staves in parts should be a minimum 6.5 pt.

e Scores and Parts should Include page numbers, bar numbers and choose
appropriate places for turns. Rehearsal letters are also compulsory.

Please submit early drafts of new works before the course. Please send these drafts to
francesca@coma.org.

Please email a copy of the score and each of the parts in PDF format to
francesca@coma.org by 18th December 2024. If we receive your scores before 12pm,
18th December, we will print parts for the performers and the conductor. If we don't
receive your score by this date, we ask you to provide your own printed parts and
scores. If possible, please bring your own set of scores and parts too for your own
editing purposes.

Any Questions: email: francesca@coma.org
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