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A Symptom of Years 
	 dramatic scene for solo baritone  

Alone in his office, a plastic surgeon grapples with the effects that time is having on his body. As he surveys 
his future, for the first time, he considers taking matters into his own hands. 

Performance Notes: 

A note from the librettist: 
  
Although this is mainly a soliloquy, the text shifts between moments of  interiority and direct address. 
Sometimes this address is to the patient on the other end of  the line, and sometimes it is directed at the 
reflection in the mirror. I think that this provides an interesting tension between the internal, non-
verbalised world and the external world. Moments of  unnerving are interlaced between a desire for, and 
obsession with, beauty. The oscillation between the two, and the definition of  what either thing represents 
are both something to bear in mind throughout the performance of  this piece. 

Composer’s note — a word about tempo in this piece: 

The great number of  tempo descriptions (and their accompanying metronome markings) that can be 
found in this score are meant as a useful guide to the performer, but never hard and fast rules for 
interpreting the scene.  

There are essentially two approaches to rhythm (and tempo) in this piece. The first of  these is found in 
sections like the opening — there is a kind of  natural sung rhythm, which is always going somewhere and 
open to rubato and rhythmic expression. The other approach is a kind of  unnatural, uncanny evenness — 
lacking any rhythmic drive or life (seen first in b.10). This latter approach is usually marked as slow and 
even, and, in its most extreme forms, given stemless noteheads and ad libitum pauses (in the form of  slash 
notation). As the surgeon’s descent continues throughout the piece, the lines between these two rhythmic 
modes begin to blur — the natural eventually failing into the artificial.
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