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Creating Music That Seems to Suspend Time in an Era Where Time Seems 
Suspended
By Frank J. Oteri

Žibuoklė Martinaitytė, who was born to Lithuanian parents in St. Petersburg, 
Russia (then Leningrad in the Soviet Union), grew up in Lithuania’s second largest 
city Kaunas during the final years of her homeland’s enforced incorporation into 
the USSR and as a teenager witnessed its historic declaration of independence 
which transformed Europe. Trained at the Lithuanian Academy of Music and 
Theatre in Vilnius, Lithuania’s capital, her teachers included the celebrated 
composer Bronius Kutavičius (1932–2021) who–like Arvo Pärt in Estonia and 
Henryk Górecki in Poland–had declared independence from the hegemony of 
musical modernism which, though discouraged in the Eastern bloc, was ultimately 
less risky than their even more defiant works. Martinaitytė’s music is a further 
development of the groundbreaking work of these iconic composers, a music 
that is simultaneously expansive and restrained. Now based in New York City, 
which has long been a hotbed for musical mavericks, Martinaitytė has begun to 
be recognized in the United States as well as throughout Europe; her orchestral 
work Saudade was performed on a 2022 subscription concert by the New York 
Philharmonic conducted by Santtu-Matias Rouvali. Martinaitytė continues to 
refine her carefully crafted musical compositions which are equally inspired by 
the external natural world and internal psychological realms, but which are all 
filtered through her desire to create music that, first and foremost, is beautiful.

This second Ondine recording of music by Žibuoklė Martinaitytė is devoted 
exclusively to works scored for string orchestra, all of which were composed in the 
last three years. As per the music featured on her previous Ondine disc (Saudade, 
ODE 1386-2, released in 2021), Martinaitytė creates imposing sonic landscapes 
that frequently seem to suspend temporal perception. But in these newer 
compositions, the approach is even more austere–rarely straying from the diatonic 
scale (the white notes on the piano) or common time and, of course, utilizing just 
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string instruments (with the exception of the first piece featured herein which 
additionally employs a percussionist playing on a wide range of instruments). Yet 
the remarkably generous music created from these seeming constraints doesn’t 
feel at all limited. Like the extraordinary string orchestra soundtrack that Bernard 
Herrmann fashioned for Alfred Hitchcock’s landmark 1960 black-and-white film 
Psycho (which Herrmann claimed he wanted to complement with a black-and-
white score), or Krzysztof Penderecki’s still harrowing, roughly contemporaneous 
1961 Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima for 52 strings, Martinaitytė exploits a very 
wide range of sonorities from a single family of instruments, proving yet again the 
old adage that less can frequently be more.

*
In the first of the works featured herein, Nunc fluens. Nunc stans. (2020), the 
pitch material is exclusively diatonic and the time signature never changes. 
Throughout the musicians play mostly whole notes and the tempo changes only 
twice, each time getting slower. The title of the piece originates from a quote 
from The Consolation of Philosophy, a treatise written in the Sixth Century C.E. by 
the Medieval Roman thinker Severinus Boethius (c. 477-524): “Nunc fluens facit 
tempus. Nunc stans facit aeternitatum.” (This text roughly translated from the 
original Latin means “the now that passes creates time; the now that remains 
creates eternity.”) It is an extremely appropriate aphorism for this very slowly 
unfolding music which Martinaitytė composed during the early months of the 
global pandemic (April-May 2020) and which is a direct artistic response to the 
precarious and uncertain times in which we are still living.

“Suddenly we all found ourselves having just a present moment,” Martinaitytė 
has written. “The future was uncertain and therefore irrelevant; it was absurd to 
even think of it. The past vanished, becoming more and more like a dream. We 
had only Now, which seemingly lost its flow and stood still for a while. Days were 
passing and weeks, and there was no change. Only the Now remained... As though 
the reality itself started to contradict the ancient truth told by the sages and 
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philosophers that the present is fluid and constantly changing. We experienced 
this paradox daily–even though some changes were happening, somehow it 
appeared that all days are similar to one another and that the time has been 
stretched to eternity becoming one unified and indistinguishable present.”

Of course, all music, even this music, exists in time and so it is always 
moving. Nunc fluens. Nunc stans. is actually not as static as it may sound on a 
casual first hearing. Pay careful attention to the music for the percussionist, who 
in turn performs on vibraphone, crotales, gongs, a bowed cymbal, and one tubular 
bell. The percussionist serves as an anchor for the overall arch of the piece. 
At the onset there are tremolos on single pitches on the vibes, with the motor 
turned on for maximum resonance, as the strings play very quiet long sustained 
tones. But the vibes soon shift to tremolos between pitches, and then further to 
tremolos between pairs of pitches, gradually ascending as the strings maintain a 
steady, undulating flow, occasionally sliding across the infinite microtonal pitch 
continuum between the notes of the diatonic scale, growing louder in volume 
through the process. Then at about seven minutes in, the percussionist moves 
over to crotales, playing scalar patterns on these small brass discs in counterpoint 
with first diads and then glissandos on the vibes. The strings continue their slowly 
moving procession to nowhere, though now there are tremolos between pitches 
as well as long sustained tones and a couple of otherworldly glissandos of 
harmonics in the cello section.

Near the 10-minute mark, at which point the tempo becomes slightly, but 
noticeably slower, there are very quiet tremolos played on a group of four low 
register gongs whose specific pitches are almost imperceptible and which sound 
as if they are emanating from the bottom of an ocean. Although the entire work 
is performed without a break, according to Martinaitytė, the composition was 
conceived as a diptych in which the first part attempts to emulate the flow of 
time while the second part, which begins with the entry of these gongs, emulates 
time standing still. A minute later there is a quiet but extremely shrill sound made 
on a cymbal by scraping the side of it with a double-bass bow. After this sonic 
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jolt, the vibes and crotales return, though now they are mostly bowed as well, 
but these are much more mellifluous and gentler sounds. The strings maintain 
tremolos, sometimes emphasizing harmonics and often played with their bows 
very close to the instruments’ bridges (sul ponticello). Then the tempo gets even 
slower. Following another bow scrape across the cymbal, a new final percussion 
sonority is introduced, a tremolo on a single tubular bell. Although it is struck 
very quietly, it is clearly audible since when it is played the violins and violas are 
silent and only the cellos and basses are playing. At the very end, there is one 
last extremely unusual percussion sound–a four-note chord is struck on the vibes 
after which the percussionist adjusts the metal discs underneath the bars which 
are controlled by the motor; the result is a surreal pulsation that fades away as 
the cellos and double-basses quietly continue on with their sustained long notes 
and tremolos, all on harmonics at this point, which then also fade to silence.

*
The next piece, Ex Tenebris Lux, which was composed between November 2020 
and March 2021, is the most recent piece featured herein. It is scored for a total 
of 18 stringed instruments (eight violins, four violas, four cellos, and two double-
basses) and each player has a unique part. The work, whose Latin title means 
“from darkness comes light,” is also a musical response to the current world health 
crisis. Martinaitytė described being inspired by a quote she came across in a New 
York Times article from rural Georgia-based Episcopal priest and self-described 
spiritual contrarian Barbara Brown Taylor:

 
As the pandemic started sweeping the world, I came across this resonating 
quote … about the darkness of winter and with it of the current era: “I’ve 
stopped trying to handle the darkness. I let the darkness handle me instead 
[...] Most of the time all it wants to do is hold me for a while — slow me 
down, keep me from running, cover me up long enough to remember that 
being in the dark doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with me. It means 
I’m alive, and this is part of the deal.”
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The resultant nearly 25-minute continuous sonic arc that Martinaitytė fashioned 
in response charts a journey from a very contained low and morose yet serene 
dirge to an expansive soundscape spanning the entire range of the string 
orchestra that is ecstatic and radiant. But it is a very gradual transformation. 
As in Nunc fluens. Nunc stans., the music mostly consists of long sustained chains 
of whole notes and tremolos, often exploiting harmonics and frequently played 
close to the bridge. However, here the strings are also often bowed at the 
fingerboard (sul tasto), which produces a soft and thin tone, and there are also 
occasional pizzicatos, including percussive snap pizzicatos (sometimes referred 
to as “Bartók pizzicatos”) produced by pinching the strings. As before, there are 
also occasional microtonal slides, but this time around a few chromatic pitches 
beyond the diatonic scale are also incrementally introduced and toward the end 
there are a few melodic shards in the violins, as if individual voices are suddenly 
breaking free. 

The remainder of the disc is devoted to Sielunmaisema, a hefty 34-minute 
work for solo violoncello and a large string orchestra requiring a minimum of 
21 players. The one work on the present recording that was composed prior 
to the pandemic, in 2019, it is constructed from a very fundamental aspect of 
time: the cycle of a year. Since its four movements are named for winter, spring, 
summer, and autumn, it begs comparison with the most famous concertante 
work for string orchestra, Antonio Vivaldi’s Le quattro stagioni. But Martinaitytė’s 
music for the four seasons is very different from its popular Baroque antecedent. 
Unlike Vivaldi’s four separate multi-movement violin concertos, Martinaitytė’s 
four single-movement renderings of the seasons, which can also each be played 
separately as self-contained works, should be played without pauses in between 
them when played together since, after all, in real life the four seasons of the 
year flow directly into one another. Also, by featuring a lower-ranged cello as the 
protagonist rather than a violin, the music is imbued with darker and mellower 
hues. It should also be noted that the cello does not really function as a soloist as 
in conventional concertos, but rather offers a contrast in texture to all the other 
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string parts which are ideally each played by multiple musicians. Perhaps most 
importantly, Martinaitytė’s music is much more introspective, as can perhaps be 
gleaned from her overall title for the work, a Finnish word which means a “soul-
landscape, a particular place that a person carries deep in the heart and returns to 
often in memory.” Martinaitytė has explained that for her such a soul-landscape 
is directly related to her experience of having lived in two very different cultures 
and two very different physical spaces:

 
Soul-landscape is related to questions of identity and place which resonate 
with two parallel cultural identities that I carry within - my native Lithuanian 
and later acquired American. My physical home keeps changing and the 
only thing that remains is music. In this case, the piece itself becomes an 
ideal soul-landscape reflecting a native environment as seen through the 
prism of four seasons. How many summers does one need to live through 
to capture the very essence of it? Memory is inherently participating in the 
creation of a soul-landscape and there is nostalgia for the past as well as 
for the changing landscape due to global warming.  What is remembered 
and deeply engraved in our mind often doesn’t correspond with reality 
any longer. Only memories hold those freezing cold winters with -30 C 
temperatures or a gradual transition from summer to autumn.

So, ultimately these four movements are sonic portraits of the composer’s 
internal responses to the four seasons rather than direct portrayals of each of 
these seasons in sound. And yet, there are so many evocative details in each of 
them that conjure these different times of the year.

“Winter” uses an extremely slow tempo and a wide range of precisely 
notated extended techniques–including moving the wood rather than the hair 
of the bow across the strings (col legno), bowing directly on the bridge (which 
emulates the sound of white noise), brushing the strings sideways with the bow 
from the bridge to the fingerboard and back (spazzolato), and a punctuated 
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vibrato with the bow–as well as ad libitum passages with flexible duration to 
suggest harsh winds, extremely cold temperatures, and the gentle thud of slowly 
falling snow. 

“Spring,” which features the fastest paced music on this entire disc as well as 
some of the loudest, is chock full of frenetic ostinatos as well as figurations played 
with a bouncing bow (sautillé) and various glissandos of natural harmonics plus 
an extraordinary sonority combining the bouncing bow and a harmonic glissando 
which Martinaitytė describes in the score as a “seagull effect.” It is very easy to 
imagine these vivid sounds as a sonic manifestation of the blooming of plants as 
well as animals once again frolicking in the fields now that the weather is warmer.

“Summer” returns to slower and much quieter atmospheric music that is 
suggestive of the unhurried unfolding of the pitches of a raga in the opening 
alap section of performances of North Indian classical music, a suggestion that is 
further enhanced by the double-bass part which maintains a drone on the note 
C throughout. The violinists and violists are periodically called upon to sing along 
with the notes they are playing and there are occasional flitterings of harmonics 
which could possibly be interpreted as the buzzing of insects on an extremely hot 
evening.

Finally, “Autumn” initially continues the drone-saturated sonic environment 
of “Summer,” but the music is faster and various layers of counterpoint are 
gradually foregrounded including trills and ascending melodies. Perhaps here 
the music is less evocative of fallen leaves and the gradual return to colder 
temperatures, but rather an outlet for memories of a year that has gone by. Next 
to the metronome mark, Martinaitytė suggests to the musicians that they play 
“with all pervading nostalgia.” It is a very apt conclusion not only to the piece but 
to this recording of three works which each challenge the way we perceive the 
passage of time.
 
Composer and music journalist Frank J. Oteri is the Editor of NewMusicBox, the web magazine from 
New Music USA, and the Vice President of the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM).  
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Pavel Giunter is the most influential and recognized percussionist in Lithuania 
and a member of the Lithuanian Association of Percussionists. As a prominent 
force of innovation, he founded Giunter Percussion in 1995 – the first percussion 
ensemble of its kind in Lithuania. He is also a leading soloist and studio musician 
performing a wide range of music from classical to modern, world and jazz. 
Giunter has premiered many contemporary works, some of which are dedicated 
to him.

Giunter began his career as a professional musician at the Lithuanian 
National Opera and Ballet Theatre. In 1989 he was appointed as the principal 
percussionist at the Lithuanian State Symphony, where he currently serves. 
With this orchestra he has toured many European and Asian countries. He has 
performed with top conductors such as Gintaras Rinkevičius, Yurij Simonov, 
Leonid Grin, Dennis Russell Davies, Dmitrij Alexeev, Jansug Kakhidze, Vladimir 
Ziva, Marco Armiliato, Murry Sidlin, Saulius Sondeckis among others. He has 
participated in special projects with the Lithuanian quartet, the St. Christopher 
Chamber Orchestra, the Lithuanian National Symphony and the Lithuanian 
Chamber orchestras. As a soloist he has performed at the Gaida contemporary 
music festival in Vilnius, the international New Music Festival in Riga, international 
percussion festivals in Warsaw and Lodze (Poland), Minsk (Belarus), Helsinki 
(Finland), Berlin and Osnabruck (Germany), Novy Sad (Serbia) and the ArtGenda 
festival in Denmark. 

Giunter gave a highly successful performance at the Royal Concert Hall in 
London that was broadcast by the BBC as Listeners Choice. One of the latest 
projects he organized was the Percussion Fiesta with such percussion stars as 
Nebojsa Zivkovic, Linda Maxey, Michael Udow and Frederic Macarez. 

www.giunterpercussion.com
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Rokas Vaitkevičius is curently the principal cellist at the Lithuanian National 
Opera and Ballet Theatre and a founding member of Mettis Quartet and the cello 
ensemble Cello Club. He is also teaching solo cello and chamber music at the 
Lithuanian Academy of Music and Theatre. Vaitkevičius is actively participating 
in various concerts and festivals. His primary artistic activity is with the Mettis 
Quartet. With this quartet he has won several prizes in prestigious competitions – 
2nd place in the Bordeaux String Quartet Competition in 2016 and 1st prize in 
the Vittorio String Quartet Competition in Florence. Vaitkevičius has performed 
in important venues and festivals such as Wigmore Hall, Berlin Konzerthaus, 
Hamburg Laeiszhalle, Paris Hotel des Invalides, Calouste Gulbenkian Lisboa, 
YMCA Jerusalem, Festival Montpellier Radio France, Luberon Festival, Festival 
Aix-en-Provence, Shanghai International Arts Festival, Haydn Festival, Utrecht 
Chamber Music Festival, 9 Gates Festival Beijing, Vilnius Festival and others. 
Vaitkevičius has shared the stage with many celebrated musicians and groups 
such as Quartetto di Cremona, Sergey Krylov, Mūza Rubackytė, Miguel da Silva, 
Lukas Geniušas, Paolo Giacometti. In his discography he has three CD recordings 
with Mettis Quartet and a few recordings with other ensembles. As a soloist 
Vaitkevičius has performed with the Lithuanian Chamber Orchestra and the 
Kaunas Symphony Orchestra. He has won 3rd place for an Anatolijus Šenderovas 
piece and the audience prize in the 1st International Klaipėda Cello Competition 
in 2017. 

www.mettisquartet.com
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Founded in 1960 by prof. Saulius Sondeckis (Artistic Director and Chief Conductor, 
1960–2004) the Lithuanian Chamber Orchestra (LCO) is recognized as one of 
the finest and most internationally acclaimed Lithuanian orchestras. Over the 
years its tour itineraries have covered the length and breadth of Europe, reaching 
both Americas, Africa, Arabic countries, Australia, China and Japan. The LCO 
has appeared at major European halls such as the Berlin Philharmonic, Vienna’s 
Musikverein, London’s Royal Festival Hall, Rome’s Accademia Nazionale di Santa 
Cecilia, Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw, Salle Pleyel and Gaveau in Paris, Leipzig’s 
Gewandhaus to name a few.

From 1992 until his death in 1999, Yehudi Menuhin conducted almost 60 
concerts on the orchestra’s annual tours, many of which have been recorded. A 
great number of distinguished soloists have joined the orchestra including Gidon 
Kremer, Gil Shaham, Daniel Hope, Julian Rachlin, Vadim Repin, Janine Jansen, 
Mstislav Rostropovich, Natalia Gutman, David Geringas, Mischa Maisky, Evgeny 
Kissin, Alexei Lubimov, Barry Douglas, Lucas and Arthus Jussen and many others.

During its five decades, the LCO has also produced over 100 albums 
of diverse repertoire, with special attention to the music of Bach and Mozart. 
Mozart occupies a special place in their repertoire which includes recordings of 
his complete symphonies. The unique recording of Beethoven’s The Creatures of 
Prometheus with Sir Peter Ustinov and conducted by Karl Anton Rickenbacher 
was released on RCA Red Seal label, becoming a bestseller. Other releases include 
transcriptions of concerti by Hummel, Mozart, Weber and Saint-Saëns (Teldec 
Classics, 2002) and Vivaldi’s Four Seasons released by Deutsche Grammophon 
in 2016. Along with performances of Baroque and classical masterpieces, the 
Orchestra has frequently included contemporary works in its programs and 
recordings. It has always been an active promoter of Lithuanian music. Sergej 
Krylov is the orchestra’s music director, soloist and conductor since 2008.

lithuanianchamberorchestra.com
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Karolis Variakojis has become the leading conductor for contemporary classical 
music in Lithuania collaborating with composers including Bronius Kutavičius, 
Žibuoklė Martinaitytė, Justė Janulytė and skillfully executing international 
masterpieces such as Hans Abrahamsen’s Let Me Tell You or Steve Reich’s Music 
for Ensemble and Orchestra. Variakojis’ conducting style combines a meticulous 
technique, mesmerizingly natural movement and unrelenting energy.

Born in the rural town of Biržai, Lithuania and educated at the Lithuanian 
Academy of Music and Theatre, Karolis Variakojis studied under the tutelage of 
Maestro Juozas Domarkas, himself a student of the legendary Russian educator 
Ilya Musin. Variakojis is currently the principal conductor of the Kaunas City 
Symphony Orchestra as well as the State Wind Orchestra and can frequently be 
seen as a guest conductor on Lithuania’s principal stages such as the Lithuanian 
National Philharmonic.

Variakojis began his career on two separate paths: first conducting a 
children’s orchestra and also as the co-founder of the contemporary music 
ensemble Synaesthesis. His roles as an educator and contemporary music 
enthusiast soon merged as his pupils began to play orchestral arrangements 
of John Cage’s Dream and Lithuanian folk songs embellished with extended 
techniques. Variakojis still serves as the conductor and musical director of 
Synaesthesis, which remains the most prominent contemporary music collective 
in Lithuania. It is now nearing its tenth anniversary and continues to infect 
audiences at home and abroad with a curiosity for new music. Synaesthesis was 
recognized in 2020 receiving the Ernst von Siemens Ensemble Prize.

www.kvariakojis.com
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For more information please visit www.ondine.net
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