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The slightly whimsical title The Solar System does not play well-tempered comes directly 
from a talk given by Dr Nicole Pawellek at the Institute of Astronomy, University of 
Cambridge, in which she looked at historical theories of ‘music of the spheres’ (the title of 
her talk) through the lens of modern cosmology and astrophysics. There was one particular 
slide that leapt out at me showing how, bizzarely, densities in the asteroid belt appear to 
exactly match the ratios of partials in the harmonic series! This became the starting point for 
my piece: on one side portraying the dramatic contrasts between the cold depths of space 
and violent encounters with asteroids, and on the other side, using the harmonics shared 
between a musical instrument in one’s hand and the asteroid belt as a source of harmonic 
and structural inspiration! 
 
Written for the Royal Academy of Music’s 200 PIECES project celebrating the institution’s 
bicentenary, The Solar System does not play well-tempered was premiered by clarinettist Leo 
Kerr on 30th November 2021 in the Angela Burgess Recital Hall. 
 

Performance notes 
 
Voice:  The voice should always be blended with the bass clarinet. It is notated to 

sound, like the bass clarinet, a major 9th below the written pitch. However, it 
may also be sung up one octave if this register is not possible. 

 
Techniques: 
 

 =  extreme vibrato 
 
c. = ‘colour trill’ employing alternate fingerings with slightly different  

tunings for the same note. 
 

k. = ‘key trill’ employing a trill action on keys with no intended pitch. 
 
R. = ‘register key trill’ – a subtle trilling of the register key to drop the pitch  

by a compound perfect 5th. 
 

 =  ‘Growl’ – apply an unpitched vocal colour to the bass clarinet timbre.  
 

 X – headed notes indicate a combination of keys and air through the reed. 
Only the faintest hint of pitch should be present. 

 

 Diamond-headed notes indicate a ‘breathy’ tone containing ½ air, ½ pitch. 
While the timbre should be diffuse, the pitch should be clear. 

 
Duration: 9.5 minutes 
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