Cherry Ripe

for viola and fixed media

Martin Iddon (2023-24)



Performance instructions

The score for Cherry Ripe comprises thirty-six similar ‘alpha’ elements and eighteen ‘beta’
elements, of four different types. The violist should arrange these to make eighteen larger
fragments, using the following formula: alpha—beta—-alpha. All elements should be used
once and once only and none should be repeated. Of the resulting eighteen larger
fragments, twelve should be recorded in advance of a performance, with the remaining six
reserved for live performance.

Throughout a performance of Cherry Ripe a fixed media part is played. This may either be
played back on a stereo pair of speakers or—Dby a sort of expansion of the stereo field such
that the furthest left point appears in the rear left speaker and vice versa—on four
speakers. The pre-recorded viola elements should be added to the mix as follows: first, six
should be allocated to a notional ‘left’ pre-recorded violist and six to that violist’s ‘right’
counterpart; second, an order for the appearance of the elements should be determined,
separated by silences of any length including before their first occurrence and after their
last, so long as all six ‘left’ and all six ‘right’ appear in full, within the thirty-minute span of
the fixed media part; third, these elements should be panned either to 60%L and 60%R
respectively in a stereo mix or to sit dead centre between the left pair and the right pair
respectively if four speakers are used.

The live part should be prepared similarly. The violist should sit dead centre on stage in
the case of a stereo arrangement. This may also be suitable for a quadrophonic
arrangement, though the violist may also be positioned in the middle of the audience, if
preferred.

The fixed media part should be played back at the quietest level possible that allows for its
detail to be heard. The pre-recorded violas should be neither particularly louder nor
quieter than the fixed media part, though by definition at points the violas will be heard
above it and at points will become submerged within it. The live viola should, under most
circumstances, be gently amplified in order to make it as near-indistinguishable from its
recorded counterparts as possible.

The viola should be both recorded and performed live in gamba position, with the violist
(by definition) seated. The impression may be given by this of a sort of interiority, as if the
violist is undertaking a private (and, indeed, a privative) activity in public.



Programme note

Should you have had a shortwave receiver before, say, the turn of the millennium, it’s
reasonably likely that, at some point, you’ll have turned the dial to a frequency where you
stumble upon a voice reading a sequence of seemingly unrelated numbers, in English,
German, Russian, Spanish, or, actually, any number of other languages. If you chanced
upon the broadcast early enough, you might even have heard a snatch of music before the
recitation began, tunes like the folk songs, the ‘Lincolnshire Poacher’ or ‘Cherry Ripe’,
almost like a regular radio station’s interval signal.

Though it’s presumed that numbers stations were (and are) used to communicate with
spies in the field, in almost no cases is the mechanism whereby they work known with
certainty, nor can the differences between their formats be easily explained, especially
perplexing given their ubiquity. That numbers stations still exist, still broadcasting on
shortwave, may seem no less curious in a world dominated by all manner of means of
global communication. And yet, numbers stations provide a unique benefit: they cannot as
such be tracked or monitored; to pick them up, all you need is access to a device capable of
receiving shortwave. Numbers stations presumed to be transmitted by Cuba, Egypt,
France, Poland, Russia, and Taiwan still exist. Until 24 February 2022, Ukraine, too,
continued to transmit. Even though numbers stations persist, hearing them now sounds, to
my ear, like hearing Cold War ghosts, brought back through the haunting ghost box of the
shortwave receiver.

The piece, Cherry Ripe, makes use both of my own recordings of contemporary numbers
stations—especially Russian ones, principally recorded during Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine—and of classic numbers stations recordings, made largely by amateur enthusiasts
around the end of the Cold War, released as The Conet Project on Irdial in the mid-1990s.
Fans of number stations will, inevitably, have the opportunity to spot favourites: the
Lincolnshire Poacher, Swedish Rhapsody, Magnetic Fields, the Gong Station, Cherry Ripe
itself, of course, and, perhaps the oddest of all, the Tyrolean Music Station all make their
appearances.

Cherry Ripe lasts some thirty minutes and was written for Marco Fusi between October
2023 and May 2024.

Martin Iddon, York, 14 May 2024
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