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EDITORIAL

We are very happy to be back with the 18th issue of KunstMusik. It took us a while to
produce this new number, but, as you know: haste makes waste. Since we changed
our modus operandi from having a regular editor-in-chief to asking a different guest
curator to supervise each issue, our workload and responsibility for finding the right
one have increased.
We asked the curator of the last two issues (No. 16 & No. 17 - about intonation),
the Canadian-German composer Marc Sabat, to recommend his own successor to
us, and Marc suggested Lucie Vítková . We were really excited and curious because
we did not know Lucie and her work beforehand, but, of course, we fully trusted
Marc’s reference.
And here we are with issue No. 18, curated by Lucie Vítková. It does not discuss a
specific musicological subject, but, rather, gives some genuinely stimulating insights
into some of the most current developments in New York’s experimental music
scene. For the first time in the history of KunstMusik, we have exclusively female
authors. Their perspective is refreshing, young, biased and exciting. We hope you
are as thrilled as we are!
Maria de Alvear & Udo Moll

LUCIE VÍTKOVÁ

Introduction
In autumn of 2016, I was asked by Marc Sabat to be an editor/curator of the upcoming 18th issue of KunstMusik Magazine. At that time, I had just started my
visiting-scholar studies in composition at Columbia University in New York, and
was curious about the music scene. Through that year, I got to know a broad range
of interesting people, who gather around music and music education. For the new
issue of KunstMusik, I have chosen composers and artists who can give diverse
perspectives about music and thinking. They are music activists, composers, installation artists, scholars, performers, music philosophers and performance artists of
different ages and identities. Most of them create their work between disciplines
and have mastered more than one.
I have interviewed Muyassar Kurdi about embodied music. In her writing, Katie
Bishop asks about femme composer identity in classical music, Vered Engelhard
writes about Christian Wolff, Pauline Oliveros, and politics and transparency in music, and Teodora Stepančić presents her pieces for places. Furthermore, Isis Brown
and Sadie Yudkin strike with a bold youthful piece about Queerness and Becoming
in Music, while Liz Phillips and Paula Rabinowitz stroll us through Phillips’ sound
installation. Finally, Miya Masaoka presents her piece Vaginated Chairs. I contributed
with my project about audience, called Composing Expectations.
I have encouraged the form of the writing to be free. We have got papers such
as interview, academic essay, manifesto, sound installation documentations, poetic
composition analysis, thoughts, collaborative papers or my hybrid essay-project
proposal. This spectrum of forms already introduces the broad range of perspectives this issue brings together, as well as follows the underlying principle of diverse
thoughts and expression portrayed in previous issues of KunstMusik of Maria de
Alvear and the World Edition Team.
I was very pleased to get such a broad range of writing styles. I could see where
the writing would go towards the more conventional form with people coming from
scholarly academic practice or where the writing would be more based on praxis
related to expressing yourself through music and art as the first case and then
translating it into language. It is so rich!
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By Transparency
(Towards a Phantom Phenomenality)

“The figures are endowed with transparency; that is they are able to interpenetrate
without an optical destruction of each other. Transparency however implies more
than an optical characteristic, it implies a broader spatial order. Transparency means
a simultaneous perception of different spatial locations. Space not only recedes but
fluctuates in a continuous activity.”

Gyorgy Kepes, Language of Vision

“To listen is to enter that spatiality by which, at the same time, I am penetrated,
for it opens up in me as well as around me, and from me as well as toward me: it
opens me inside me as well as outside, and it is through such a double, quadruple,
or sextuple opening that a “self” can take place.”

Jean Luc Nancy, Listening.

“[E]liminate everything that exceeds the moment, but put in everything that it includes –and the moment is not the instantaneous, it is the haecceity into which one
slips and that slips into other haecceities by transparency… One is then like grass…
slipping between things and growing in the midst of things.”

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus

“By this definition, the transparent ceases to be that which is perfectly clear and
becomes instead that which is clearly ambiguous.”

Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, Transparency Literal and Phenomenal
Vered Engelhard, August 2017

5

I. Prelude
the life of a wave – simultaneously multiplying and dissipating – the site of resonance
and listening – interpenetration and impersonality - a phantom phenomenality
On multiple occasions, Christian Wolff has referred to a ‘certain transparency’ as
the quality that, at least in his early years, he was searching for in his music. Most
certainly, this idea had been circulating among those who we now consider under
the category of “American Experimentalism.” For it is in fact John Cage who started
employing it, sometimes literally when composing music and lectures with transparent sheets1, as well as phenomenally when regarding the desired effect of his work,
or speaking about the music of Morton Feldman:
“I remember now that Feldman
spoke of shadows.
He said that
the sounds
were not sounds but shadows
They are obviously 
sounds;
that’s why they are shadows.
Every something is an
echo of nothing.
Life goes on
very much like a piece by Morty Feldman.”2
Speaking of sounds as shadows is a not-so-metaphorical attempt to speak of sound
spatially, an attempt to get closer at sound’s shared reality with light: Their molecular condition as wave. A wave that reflects and refracts in its ever-expanding and
increasingly diffusing body, with the instinctual desire to penetrate everything it
can travel through. Thus are the bodies of music; a phrase, a note, a tone, a string,
a key, a button, a breath.3 Sensitive waves, quiet waves, imperceptible waves, that,
without the prosthetics of amplification, can only survive in masses with low density,
singing thus: “the concreteness / of this becoming / shared / by air.”4
The closest we get to silence, the longer we have been in a sound’s presence;
ever expanding and simultaneously increasingly diffusing, sound lives in a phantom
1
2
3

4

Variations II, Lecture on Something, Rhythm, etc., among others.
Cage, John. Lecture on Something. From Silence: Lectures and Writings. 2nd edition. Cambridge: MIT
Press. 1970. p 131.
Close to the Deleuzian idea of haecceity as a specific mode of individuation: “a body is defined only
by a longitude and a latitude: in other words the sum total of the material elements belonging to it
under given relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness (longitude); the sum total of the
intensive affects it is capable of at a given power or degree of potential (latitude).” Deleuze, Gilles
and Guattari, Félix. A Thousand Plateaus. Trans, Brian Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press. 1987. p 262.
Moten, Fred. The Service Porch. Tucson: Letter Machine Editions. 2016. p 72.
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phenomenality, in the “afterwards, in between, and since”5 of resonance. The concept
of resonance holds a quite unique history, as always in intersection between different fields and ideas of listening,6 yet we can regard it, very broadly, as the uncertain
realm of intersection, where “I” and “other” knot, or in a Deleuzian sense, it can
be regarded as the “zone of indiscernibility” between people and sounds.7 Jean-Luc
Nancy would go on and say that resonance is the modus operandi of sense itself:
“Even more generally, one could say that the difference in sense (in the “perceived”
sense of the word) is its condition, that is, the condition of its resonance.”8 Such resonance gives a participatory component to perception, where sensing implicates an
interpenetration of the vibrations that approach us and the vibrations that we are.9
It gives a performative perception, where, in order to sense a vibration, perception
is forced to become the vibration by transparency, in assuming simultaneously the
figure of the “I” of perception and the “other” of the perceived.
Such is the impersonal ‘site’ of resonance: its physical reality is molecular flow,
what actually happens in the life of a wave: free flowing, reflection, and refraction.
Transparent surfaces allow both reflection and refraction to occur, therefore multiplying the effect of the sound (re:re:sonare) giving it increasing quantity of parallel
realities, while simultaneously losing the quality that grants its identity qua individual
sound. Individual sounds expand while dissipating into a silence which we know
to never be ‘silent’ but rather a certain ‘quietness’ specific to an ‘environment’
(that which gives it ‘placeness.’) But how can we even tell an ‘individual’ sound
apart? Expansions and dissipations, frequencies and rhythms, harmonies and filters, altitude10 and bend, strings, wire, and tape: In the phantom phenomenality of
5

6
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Olson, Charles. The Maximus Poems Volume Three. New York: Grossman Publishers. 1975. p 110. A
graphic poem where the quoted sentence perpendicularly cuts though the following one in the line
break indicated: “My shore, my sounds, my earth, / my place”
For a short albeit comprehensive history of the concept in Western culture see Veit Erlmann. Resonance.
From Keywords in Sound. Ed, Novak, David, and Sakakeeny, Matt. Durham: Duke University Press.
2015. pp 175 – 182.
Very broadly, the zone of indiscernibility is where one cannot tell two individuations apart. In the case
of sound and people, it is the molecular realm of resonance, where both exist as merely vibration.
Nancy, Jean-Luc. Listening. Trans, Charlotte Mandell. New York: Fordham University Press. 2007. p 11.
In Spinoza, body refers to a “way of existing” that “expresses” a principle of infinity. In this sense we
can consider our bodies as compositions of longitudes and latitudes which can either apply to us –in
a more modern scientific fashion- as mass of particles and simultaneously waves. Spinoza, Baruch.
Ética Demostrada Según Orden Geométrico. Trans, Vidal Peña. Madrid: Editora Nacional. 1980. p 66.
Altitud is the Spanish word for pitch, which very much hints at the relative quality of the thing, as an
identity entirely dependent on frequency. Simultaneously, it refers to its irreducibly perceptive existence
as that which humans perceive as height.
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resonance, a composition is not a paper but a thick surface through which waves
interpenetrate. It is the surface that steers the desire in the free flow of sound and
gesture (vibration), the medium through which resonance is reflective and refractive.

II. Systems of Notation
Western language of notation – control of reflection and refraction – composition and
choreography
By guiding musicians through a precise process of sound production with indications of note, tempo, fingering; conventional Western notation is a language in itself,
one in which most trained musicians are fluent to the point that they are able to
“read out loud” albeit roughly on a first encounter. And, like any other language –as
shared system of meaning,- the very act of reading pre-supposes self-reflection. Yet
in this language reflection is redoubled; it is not just in reading itself where reflection
happens, but it is also in playing. The result is a reflective resonance, a correspondence between reading and playing, subsuming most of the attention in the act of
listening to a quite individualized and ego-centralized experience (am I playing what
I’m seeing?).11 These precise scores do allot a space for refraction. Yet in specifying all “schemes of sonority,”12 (timbres, rhythms, and notations) scores that rely
on the language of Western notation also specify schemes of social arrangement
(authorship, hierarchies, spatial positions) therefore revealing an aim to control and
especially predict refraction.13 Needless to say the language of notation is and has
been so effective because it allows for infinite complexity to be articulated within
it. Yet it is when we deal with notation that steps outside its condition as language,
that we can finally re-evaluate the power structures embedded in Western music’s
guiding ritual of composing-rehearsing-performing.
There is a mysterious relationship between quality of the sound, its score, and
its performance. And this is perhaps the mystery that musicians are hinting at when
11
12
13

This is part of why ensembles need “directors.”
Nancy, Jean-Luc. Listening. Trans, Charlotte Mandell. New York: Fordham University Press. 2007. p 11.
Refraction here should be indicated as the improvisatory aspect of play, the unexpected bends of a
note, the indeterminate sounds… Moreover here I am drawing a parallelism between the architecture
of sound and the architecture of people, claiming that they are inseparable from each other. The consequence is that the aesthetic and the political become inextricable from each other, both as different
interpenetrating levels of one and the same arrangement. Moreover the rise of standardized notation
is parallel to the whole system of scientificity that Michel Foucault analyzed as “societies of control.”
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testing out the different possibilities that arise in changing the conditions under
which scores are made and played in order to encourage degrees of improvisation.14
Moreover, the result isn’t just a new aesthetic -a different sensibility, a new quality
of sound- but also a new political arrangement –with a different treatment of hierarchies, where performers and composers find new modes to relate to each other
as well as themselves.
The use of graphic notation offers, at least, a cognitive re-arrangement in which,
first, the composer learns how to isolate the elemental variables or fixed terms of
composition, what Cage called the “somethings” that give it “character.”15 They
refer to the terms of motion of a performance. This freedom from notated language
poses an even greater challenge on the composer, who is now, not only thinking
sonically, but also thinking politically, by being in charge of the relationships that
comprise the performing assembly.16
On the part of the performers, the first challenge is to learn again how to read,
which, as implied before, means an encouragement to learn anew how to sense as
well as how to play. This is why most examples of scores containing graphic notation
also present an instructional component, in which the reading mechanism is further
explained. Moreover, the uneasiness of being defamiliarized with a new language
makes it necessary for new grounding elements to be introduced, like specific instructions on how to read a certain sign or how to listen. From such patching emerges a
set of openings out of which refraction leaks and that demand consistent pauses.17
14

15

16

17

Cornelius Cardew is case in point. Cf: Rothenberg, David. Improvisation and the Image: What Graphic
Notation is For. Catalogue essay for exhibition Drawing Sound at the Kleinert-James Art Center, Woodstock, New York.
“High, middle, low; enter any time within the duration notated; this particular timbre. These are the
somethings Feldman has chosen. They give him and his art character.” Cage, John. Lecture on Something. From Silence: Lectures and Writings. 2nd edition. Cambridge: MIT Press. 1970. p 133.
One could think of the political link in a Marxist (dialectical materialist) way, by thinking of the rise
of graphic notation in parallel to that of electronic music, which cannot be conventionally notated.
The uncertainties in the composition and potential of the machinery itself fostered a new culture of
improvisation; new forms of performing assembly in relationship to a revolution in the means of
production of music. It is evident that my sources mostly coalesce in a specific historical moment. I
take this footnote to clarify that, historically speaking, a central question of this address is how to rethink composition after this phenomenon, and to what extent these new means of production made
the language of music ethically obsolete.
The pauses can be felt in a lot of the new music emerging from graphic scores. Moreover I believe
there is a link between this porosity and the notion of an “ethical pause.” Here I want to distinguish
two forms of ethical pause that apply. In Simone Weil the pause is a pause of not understanding, or
of losing the force by virtue of recognizing one’s lack of understanding. Cf: The Iliad or The Poem of
Force. In Luce Irigaray the pause is related to consent; it is a pause for ‘making sure’ others are on the
same page. Cf: The Wedding Between Body and Language.
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Rehearsing enters into a new zone of indiscernibility with composing, and performing is indiscernible from either. We now have the performer-composer, and
the listener-player. All categories are suddenly blurred, and correspondingly, power
structures are too. A first decentralization of power occurs at the level of soundmaking when ‘agency’ passes from the composer to the performers. A second
kind occurs at the cognitive level in re-learning how to write and how to read. This
decentralization is at best an “epistemic violation”18 of the structures of knowledge
and power (arrangements of enunciation)19 in Western music. From these follow
a third kind, this time in regards to the role of listening. In the absence of a fixed
language, the distribution of labor in the activity of listening becomes a central
problem: If we don’t know how something is supposed to sound, then how do we
listen to it in order to make sure it is working? Many of these new experiments in
notation are concerned with explicitly making performers gestures20 contingent with
each other, so that performers are encouraged to listen to each other. While the ‘how’
is particular to each composition, it is precisely this feature that gives us access to
the role of listening, to the point where it could be said that it is in the mechanics
of listening-playing where the essence of the difference between indeterminate21
compositions lies.

III. Changing the System
towards indeterminacy – performativity and the anarchy of sound – harmonic and
rhythmic machines – pitch consciousness – anarchical desires – modes of listening –
interpenetrations
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing Present.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 1999. p 9.
19 Guattari, Félix. Molecular Revolution Q&A. From Schizo Culture: The Event 1975. New York: Semiotext(e).
2013. p 185.
20 We see that the more choreographic a work is, the more it is concerned with the reproduction of the
specificity of a sound. Here I’m thinking of Cage in starting to score the distance between fingers in a
piano instead of notes. In his scoring of gesture he became closest to Merce Cunningham, concerned
with the deconstruction of ‘movement’ but ultimately demanding a fixed choreographic procedure in
order to do so. Another extreme is Pauline Oliveros ‘choreographic’ breathing or imagination, a task
in which she does not request any chorographic or compositional quantifications other than duration.
21 The very use of indeterminate refers to the term negatively. It serves to align it with modernist notions
of the work of art as defined “in relation to what is not” (Adorno, Aesthetic Theory). Although with
indeterminate music there is no specific desire of opposing sound to the everyday, on the contrary, it
desires, more than anything, to be “like life,” what is negated is instead “determinate” compositions,
namely linguistic notations. Moreover, the indeterminate is subsumed in John Cage’s very definition
of silence as ‘unintended, indeterminate noise.’
18
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A case in point is Changing the System (1972), a “transitional”22 piece by Christian Wolff that sits in the middle of his looser instructional scores and more strictly
notated pieces. The system in question is of course not just the overall politicoeconomic system but also the encoded music-making system. Structurally, the piece
is divided in two parts, which are left to the performers to bring together. Part I
consists of a two-part graphic score (Ii and Iii) that operates like a hocket with two
pitch sources (a and b) marking a sequence of sounds that is passed between four
players in short phrases. Each phrase is a collection of dots connected with lines
and each dot corresponds to a pitch that one specific player must play. Tempo,
intensity, duration, timbre, and dynamic are indeterminate throughout.

In the first phrase, for example, player 4 begins, 3 continues, then 2, and then 1. The
phrase can be looped up until player 2 picks up the sound of player 4 by playing
before 3. That is when everyone knows the ensemble moved to a second phrase, and
so on. As can be seen, the agency for transitioning phrases is shared by all players
depending on the moment. Iii operates with the same principle yet complicates
its execution. Wolff suggests for the execution to make a four note chord, taking
22

Ryan, David. Changing the System: Indeterminacy and Politics in the Early 1970s. From Changing the
System: The Music of Christian Wolff. Ed, Stephen Chase and Philip Thomas. Burlington: Ashgate
Publishing Ltd. 2010. p 144.
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into account the pitches initially given, and letting them progress and multiply by
changing one note at a time per phrase. The result is that players take equal parts
in executing the piece as a consistently evolving chord with indeterminate expansiveness. Since they are allowed to notate freely between treble and bass clefs,
the performers can morph the composer’s pitches in their entirety. This happens
rhizomatically: by virtue of producing further pitches out of the given ones. Such is
the “harmonic drive”23 of the movement of the piece.
There is a phenomenal transparency that takes place in the combined performative act of reading-listening-playing the score. Different from literal transparency,
which refers to the quality of a material that is see-through, phenomenal transparency’s first trait is to decentralize the role of vision. Moreover, its definition crosses
through lines of differentiation between ‘the senses’ and rather refers to a perception
that is involved in a whole phenomenology where its different levels of operation can
coexist simultaneously without interrupting each other. In other words, phenomenal
transparency is a state of simultaneous coexistence as well as a form of perception.
In a performance of Changing the System, we get a simultaneous coexistence of a
harmonic as well as a political order; grounded in an original modality of listening.24
The composition itself draws towards an anarchical character. The anarchical here
refers to an egalitarianism of status among performers and between people and
sounds. The former egalitarianism between performers is the inevitable unfolding
of a composition (qua choreography) as a hocket. The latter egalitarianism between
people and sounds is one of phenomenality; it only exists when the composition is
played. The activity of play, here, entails performing as sound. This demands from
performers a theatrical move, in which their body becomes the very latitude and
longitude of a pitch. The performative, here, should be thought as a sublation25 of
the theatrical. Namely, as that which departs from the opacity of theatricality, characterized by deliberately artificial devices of reality construction, and moves into
the transparency of the performative. Such transparency refers to an incorporation
of the theatrical devices of reality construction (believing oneself to be a pitch) as
23
24
25

Ibid. p 146.
The composition is then a combination of a timely political map (simultaneous coexistence) as well
as a spatial epistemological map (what perception slips between and grows amidst.)
Cf: Aufhebung in Hegel. This movement is exemplified in Arthur Danto’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s
understanding of the nature of art in The Birth of Tragedy: “not an imitation of, but a metaphysical
supplement to nature, raised up alongside it in order to overcome it.” Arthur C. Danto in Nietzsche as
Philosopher. New York: Columbia University Press. 2nd edition. 1980. p 38.
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the desire of action itself, therefore acquiring the willfulness of a performance.
When performing, what initially begins as a becoming-pitch develops into a collective
arrangement of becoming-chord, which then develops into a becoming-harmony.
The act of listening is redoubled: the performers need to listen to themselves just as
much as they listen to each other in a social arrangement that is grounded in pitch
resonance. Agency is contingent upon ‘altitude:’ It is about recognizing one’s place
in the chain of sound-events, and knowing whether one is supposed to go higher
or lower, whether the collective is already in the next phrase. Pitch is the modality
by which performers sense time, so we might say that a change of pitch is the modality by which time progresses. If we consider time itself to be the form of inner
sense26, then we could say that harmony is the form of the collective identity of the
ensemble; and the hocket is the modus operandi of resonance. It gives performers
the means towards becoming waves: transforming one’s body into the longitudes
and latitudes of a self-generating harmonic whole. To weave a bundle of mediations:
Aware of the difficulty of such becoming, some ensembles have chosen to reduce
the number of mediations and perform it only with voice.27
It is at this point that the interpenetration of the aesthetic and the political begins
to make itself manifest. If we regard the political as the distribution of power and
if we think of power as exercising agency, we could say the score itself presents a
proposal for an anarchical machine, and that it is up to the performers to play its
desire. But what is the desire of the machine if not the harmony itself; the hocket in
which all play ‘equal’ parts? Is there ever a going-beyond the melodic and chordal?
Part IIa is a number score for percussion with everyday objects, organized in
four gradated levels of resonance, for which Wolff suggests four materials: stone,
wood, metal, and a frictional surface. Each sound-event is cued by a member of
the group, each of whom is only allowed to cue five times in a row, so that ideally,
every participant ends up leading. Part IIb is a vocal score with a text by pacifist and
anti-Vietnam War activist Tom Hayden, who was quite renowned in Los Angeles
when Wolff wrote the piece. Taken from an interview in Rolling Stone in 1972, a year
before he married Jane Fonda, an excerpt reads: “It’s the system itself that sets the
26 As Kant considered time the ‘form’ of ‘inner sense’, or Heidegger’s ‘being’ as always ‘in time’. Cf:
Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Pure Reason. Trans, Norman Kemp Smith. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
1929. And Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Trans, John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson. New
York: Harper Perennial Modern Thought. 2nd edition. 2008.
27 Beal, Amy C. Christian Wolff in Darmstadt, 1972 and 1974. . From Changing the System: The Music of
Christian Wolff. Ed, Stephen Chase and Philip Thomas. Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 2010. p 40.
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priorities we have … therefore the system would have to be changed in order to
change priorities and really see what’s happening. That’s the danger.” The words
are broken down in a hocketing system this time with no loops.

This piece requires a combination of graphic and instructional scores with two pages
of a graphic score indicating pitch sources, two pages of chords that can be read on
either cleft, six pages of graphic scores for percussion, four pages of graphic scores
for voice with text, and three pages of instructions. An almost complete neglect
of conventional notation allows for a number of dissociations with quite specific
connections to shape the way music is composed. It forcibly frees the aboutness of
the piece from the specificity of ‘music’ and ‘language’ and brings them back to its
condition as ‘system’ of ‘sound’.
It is hard to locate the impulse behind the re-insertion of language other than
to clarify the composer’s intentions behind the hocket machine. But how does
clarity operate if not by transparency? The text opens up the insular system of the
harmonic machine, back into a realm of communication outside of music and back
into human life. “No more rocks without papers, no more papers without rocks.”28
The parallel hocketing of text and solid elements allows the harmonic machine to
28

Harun Farocki, Ihre Zeitungen (1968). It refers to the form of the revolution, which, as Rosa Luxemburg
noted, should be fought for in “the streets” and in “the law.”
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bend and become a rhythmic machine,29 folding it back to the everydayness of the
symbolic order. These are the elements of protest: Words, stones, wood, metal,
friction, voice, breath, hand.
In its privileging of transparency, there is a truly heavy problem that the account
above failed to address. It is precisely the “opening up” of an insular system or
harmonic abstract machine “back into” the realm of linguistic communication. Text
bears two functions of translation in Wolff’s piece. The first is the instructional score
that, as said before, serves to mediate a first encounter of the hocket machine; this
is done by establishing an informal system of distribution of agency. The second is
the re-insertion of language into the piece, by virtue of a sonic deconstruction of Tom
Hayden’s words. This is, in a way, the space of ideology, that is, the momentum of
clarity that frames desire behind the hocket machine. “The frame fits badly.”30 How
does such clarity not behave as a manifesto, suspending the abstract machine in
sovereignty? The sonic deconstruction of the words is Wolff’s attempt to negotiate
with perhaps the heaviest problematic of all transparency: The irreducibly contractual
(verbal) nature of clarity, the political double-bind of language itself. Yet without a
contract, however informal, how does one begin an encounter?

IV. Sonic Meditations
Beginning an encounter – improvisation as meditation – listening and pitch dissolution
– anarchy beyond the machine – difference tones and opacity
From Pauline Oliveros we can learn that a very effective answer to the contractual
problem of beginning an encounter is slowing down this beginning as much as
we can. Thus in her Sonic Meditations (1974) there are no given words nor pitches.
Pitches are not chosen either, but received; they rather proceed from the choice of
allowing oneself to receive. In a sonic meditation, a pitch comes to being in relationship to the kinetic operation of breathing, as rather its continuation or its interruption. In terms of the former, the first meditation, Teach Yourself How to Fly is a case
29 Rhythm along the lines of Boulez’s “nonpulsed time”: “Boulez distinguishes tempo and nontempo
in music: the “pulsed time” of a formal and functional music based on values versus the “nonpulsed
time” of a floating music, both floating and machinic, which has nothing but speeds or differences in
dynamic.” Deleuze, Gilles and Guattari, Félix. A Thousand Plateaus. Trans, Brian Massumi. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press. 1987. p 262.
30 Cf: Derrida, Jacques. The Truth in Painting. Trans, Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod. Chicago and
London: The University of Chicago Press. p 69: „The frame fits badly. The difficulty can be felt (…) The
violence of the framing multiplies…”
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in point, as sound begins as a natural continuation of the act of breathing. It takes
a number of people sitting in a circle facing the center (each other), each observing
their own breathing. It follows: “Gradually allow your breathing to become audible.
Then gradually introduce your voice. Allow your vocal cords to vibrate in any mode
which occurs naturally. Allow the intensity to increase very slowly.”
Environmental Dialogue is a good counterpoint to this, for sound also comes out
of breathing, but is produced as mostly its interruption: “As you become aware of
sounds from the environment, gradually begin to reinforce the pitch of the sound
source. Reinforce either vocally, mentally or with an instrument. If you lose touch
with the source, wait quietly for another. Reinforce means to strengthen or sustain.
If the pitch of the sound source is out of your range, then reinforce it mentally.” We
notice here that the breathing is elemental because it warms up the arena for an
ever-changing modality of pitch consciousness.
The meditation is meant to happen outdoors, with or without other people. Yet
note that the idea of ‘source’ here is rather indifferent to whether such pitch comes
from the wind, a bird, a person, and so forth. The ‘source’ is rather a specific point
in the resonance with the whole, a highly subjective moment in which, guided by
breathing, the frequencies of the body match the frequencies of already expanding
sound waves. This point of contention is a local resonance in the body; it marks a
momentum that Oliveros demands us to continue as pitch. This demand signals the
desire of her sound machine. No longer harmonic nor rhythmic, Oliveros’ machine
is ‘simply’ a sound machine, driven by the desire of forming an ecosystem that can
grow sustainably.
The movement of growth is something like the ocean. The pitch is received
from interpenetrations of sound after a long process of slowing down the body to
the speed of things. Breathing gathers momentum, and plunges the senses into
the ever-reflecting-and-refracting life of the waves. Once among all interpenetrating
sounds, a pitch appears as an invitation, a point of focus that must be continued by
reinforcing it. This moment of actively reinforcing a pitch raises us from the ocean
of sound, like a wave. The time it takes to get used to this new configuration of
vibrations that our pitch just initiated is instinctual, it works like the time it takes
to get used to surfing a wave: It requires a density of concentration such, that, for
the blink of an eye, all other sounds that are not our pitch become rather opaque
in contrast. This instinctual instant can also be thought of as the sound machine’s
own instinct at work: A gathering momentum releases a pitch, which begins after
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a long process of reflection of the harmonic whole, thus refracting very easily back
into it. A fish plunges itself out from the water and falls back into its depths.
Back in the water, deep listening occurs not as the serial identification of each
pitched beginning by transparency, but as the incorporation of the opaque whole
of difference tones. This sense of opacity is a moment of overcoming, a moment
in which, while still producing a pitch, our listening is able to go beyond our own
performance: Our body is ready to go back into the whole. Our performance becomes opaque, as if in the back of our mind, and, while producing a pitch, we are
actually listening for difference tones.
Listening for difference tones is the particular standpoint of producing opacity.
It is a standpoint that comes from a sustained awareness of the space between
transparent pitch sources, for difference tones are the very stuff of resonance:
They are the vibrating matter that is the resonant whole. Difference tones are the
opaque body that transparent pitches give the air. The awareness of this opacity
brings sustainability to our pitched gesture, it is what allows us to return into the
whole, and perform its overcoming. “[A]s the arrow endures the string, and in that
gathering momentum / becomes more than itself”31 The reflective-and-refractive
waves become the ocean of overcomings.
For the vibrating body, swimming in the ocean of overcomings means working
through an elemental difficulty: To listen to the opaque whole of difference tones,
while, at the same time, sustain a pitch by transparency. This is Oliveros’ demand
for the performing body, which becomes no longer just an improvising body but
also a meditating body. From the very beginning of the encounter in breathing, the
demand to be aware of the momentum of resonance with a sonic whole is at the
level of meditation. Such demand is knotted with the demand of continuing the
resonant momentum with a sonic whole in the form of a pitch that would plunge
back into the depths of the whole and restore its balance; this latter demand is
at the level of improvisation. Thus Oliveros’ task-based composition is rather an
exercise in favor of training the performers’ intuition towards aligning all faculties
of improvisation as always-already faculties of meditation.
Aware of the difficulty of sustaining an inner resonance, Oliveros makes it part
of the composition to “lose touch with the source” and “wait quietly for another.”
In this sense her composition puts itself under the process of producing a sound
31

Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies. This phrase is appropriated by Helene Cixous in Laugh of the Medusa,
a reference I add since it only contributes to my intended meaning.
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machine: The composition is about this process more than it is about the sound
itself. Naturally, a certain ‘style’ of sound imposes itself over others, longer tones
over shorter ones; yet there is nothing in Oliveros’ composition that prevents us
from breaking that apart.
From the standpoint of the resonant whole, whatever pitch gets reinforced will
inevitably interrupt it in one way or another. This is why the moment of pitch reinforcement as a form of encounter is dilated; it is always-already in delay. Oliveros’
demands us to begin the encounter by breathing and listening for a while before we
intervene. This sense of pause is crucial, since it provides an ethical infrastructure
to the performance. It is as crucial as the interruption that follows it too. The great
momentum in Oliveros’ composition is, as suggested before, providing a structure
for interruption to bleed into pause and vice-versa.
Oliveros comes with a technique for the instantiation of the “ethical pause.” Such
pause here is accompanied by a gesture that promises to change the nature of the
whole by affirming it. Here the question becomes ethical precisely because one has
to affirm this whole and change its nature at the same time. Since it is affirming the
whole, the gesture must be respectful of it, and, once in it, make it overcome itself.
This is a technique for overcoming that is aware of the very impossibility of carrying
a whole on a gesture in the first place; this is why we need the delay. Delaying the
affirmative encounter (slow breathing) allows this very affirmation to be the release
of a hidden resonance (received pitch). By allowing the release of such hidden forces
in the whole, the gesture (becoming-pitch) becomes the whole’s overcoming.
And so Oliveros’ gesture works like a caress, it assumes a shared space with an
‚other’, and is affirmative of the other as other and of the ecosystem that contains
them both. The overcoming, then, is not structural but rather molecular: The caress
is “an awakening of gestures of perceptions.” Such awakening is then also creative,
it is a re-evaluation by virtue of it being a qualitative re-examination: “To caress is
to be aware of the qualities veiled in communal life.”32

V. Coda
The use of indeterminate and graphic/instructional notation turns a composition
into a transparent thick surface, porous enough to allow for both reflection and re32

Irigaray, Luce. Luce Irigaray: Key Writings. London and New York: Continuum. 2004. From The Wedding
Between the Body and Language. p 21.
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fraction. As a consequence, the sonic possibilities get multiplied only at the expense
of political realities. In post-linguistic composition or choreography, the political
fixity (power dynamics) of the work very quickly melts into anarchy. Yet, as multiple
studies (and if one has ever had personal experience) on free improvisation show,
this only leads to a re-enforcement of pre-existing power structures (i.e. the more
aggressive players will take over). As ensembles are masses substantially smaller
than cities, one can still command political organization by psychosomatic laws
that, qua laws, require a return to language. It could even be said that the more one
tries to decentralize listening from ego, and depersonalize its process, the closer the
ensemble gets to an anarchical arrangement. Yet simultaneously, the more entropic
the sonic quality becomes, the less it resembles its identity as ‚music’. Such entropy
refers to an interpenetration of the characters of the performance such that sound
(what is made) cannot tell itself apart from silence (where it is made) as well as
performers (who in making, become imperceptible). The perceptual ceases to be
the center of composition; difference tones take over until there’s no composition.
Unless we pause in order to ‘create’ in betweens in lieu of being eaten over by them.

KATIE BISHOP

Who is a composer?
or, what are we doing to make our music more [in/ex]clusive?

As a composer, musician, and artist who has struggled with finding a place inside
and outside the world of art music and who has battled with her own arrogance as
a “learned” musician, I write to you to explore and dismantle my and our (and by
us, I am referring to those of you who I assume will be the readership of this article
- formally-trained musicians who have studied and been brought up in the world of
western art music) assumptions around who gets to call themselves a composer.
In many conversations I’ve had with musicians of all walks of life, I began to notice
that my long-held and rigid definition of a composer was something that was often
challenged and met with scrutiny. What I thought was quite a simple concept turned
out to be very contentious and, much to my chagrin, alienating. I truly dislike to
be one who pushes people away and I found myself faced with either holding to
my notions of composer-dom that would push people further away from art music
(and goddess knows that it’s already hard enough to keep an audience as it is!) or
going back to the drawing board and reexamining what I had begun to think was a
concept so simple that it needed no explicit defining.
I grew up in a home where no stuffiness around music existed (prior to being
my mother, my mom was a promoter for Bill Graham Presents, working with all
manner of dirty rockers), so that certainly didn’t impact my early conceptions of
a composer. I started playing music for the first time in my middle school band
in a small town public school, so neither should that have strongly influenced my
thoughts on what a composer ought to be. And in my early musical career, I was
an enlisted member of a military band performing alongside all manner of country
bumpkin musician, which yet again should not have greatly influenced my uppityness
around composers. But yet, here I found myself very recently holding onto some
pretentious musical/social ideas. I can only come to understand that it was during
my six years of undergraduate and graduate music studies when I picked up some
hoity-toity thoughts on music. Years of formal training led me to now understand
a composer as a very specific kind of person with a very specific set of skills and
very few people could fit within this taxonomy of musicians. In the last few years, I
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had come to define a composer as someone who (1) physically (or digitally, in the
modern age) wrote music with (2) traditional (read: of the western art music tradition) or mostly-traditional notation and (3) this person would generally have some
sort of background or at least understanding of learned music. This felt like a very
concise yet also somewhat open definition. Concise enough to have a strong and
durable meaning, yet open enough to have (what I thought was) a large variety of
artists that could be considered composers. What I soon learned, especially when
having discussions on the topic with people outside of the art music realm, was
that this was indeed far too restrictive and left out a great many musicians. That
was exactly the point! ...or so I thought early on (before critically questioning what
I had come to know). A composer was someone who was firmly planted within the
western tradition of art music. A composer was part and parcel of art music and a
composer really couldn’t exist without at least some sort of connection to the history
of art music. This is all fine and dandy, perhaps, but then there’s that whole little bit
about there being an enormous world of music beyond western art music and my
definition managed to leave all of those musicians out. Oops. How Euro-centric of
me. And that right there is when I realized that my definition and understanding of
a composer was far too conceited and narrow in scope.
Now is as good a time as any to introduce myself the person as separate from
myself the composer. When not involved with music (although, now more than
ever, also when involved with music as well), I am a Very Gay queer person who has
learned from many years as an out queer how to question long-held assumptions
about literally everything and to never accept the status quo. It was by questioning my gender and my sexuality that I learned to question so many other things.
Sexuality and gender especially are things that are so often taken for granted and
left unquestioned, but when I learned that I could question these things my life suddenly appeared in vivid color. And then, of course, once I learned to question those
things, it was only a matter of time before I had the [good/bad] sense to question
all the other things. In some light, it’s a bit of a shame that it took me this long to
question my assumptions about music, but then again everything comes right when
it ought to and what better time than now to start questioning all things music. So
now back to our regularly scheduled article on questioning music...
Not surprisingly, it wasn’t people within the academic institution of music who
challenged my assumptions and regulations surrounding The Composer. Oh no,
the academics were who fit into this definition of composer, so why should they care
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to challenge it? It was in discussing this train of thought with musicians outside
of academia and the art music world where I came across backlash for asserting
my woefully narrow definition of composer. And rightly so, I might add. In my tunnel vision, clouded by the skies of the ivory tower, I had managed to lose touch of
the world of music right outside of my own. So caught up in the loftiness of my
own community I was, that I was unable to see beyond it. I faced opposition to
my idea of who a composer was because I was too wrapped up in a Beethovenian
self-aggrandisation to see who’s toes I was stepping on. As often happens to people in positions of privilege, my standing in the world of academic music left me
blindly oblivious to the plight of other composers and musicians, those people who
might be considered composers in a more liberal definition than the one which I
previously held.
My definition of composer was a very exclusive one. It only allowed room for a
few types of artists and musicians; it was not at all inclusive. As someone who cares
and strives for inclusivity in her world and work, you can imagine my surprise when
I faced (rightful) scorn and was called out for my aloof oversight. I did not think that
I was further casting away people from my music. I really did think that I was merely
making a taxonomical distinction between types of music-makers (however, as I have
learned time and time again, when I begin making sweeping and strict distinctions,
I begin implying, at the very least, a sort of hierarchy). After all, someone who plays
violin is a violinist, someone who plays trombone is a trombonist, and both can be
in the same performance group and thus are similarly orchestra musicians, albeit
of different roles. That was the point that I was trying to make with a composer! A
composer writes music in notation, a songwriter writes music in words and chords,
and a DJ creates music on a turntable and laptop. They are, of course, all musicians,
but only a person who composes music in a very specific tradition is a composer.
This all makes reasonable sense, yes? That was the train of thought I was riding
at the time. However, the difference between the instrumentalist and the music
creator is not just one of different roles, but there is a vast difference in what sort
of training and access to training is afforded to each. In other words, this has, in a
way, become a distinction based in no small degree on class. I had been pulled to
the painful realization that my assertions of what defines a composer were rooted
in classism (this isn’t the place for an in-depth discussion on classism, but I will
hope that the reader has a cursory understanding of the topic, and if not I would
encourage and implore them to embark upon a self-guided exploration on the topic).
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As has happened with me time and time again, I was faced with one of our
greatest barriers to entry for our brand of music - class, and access to knowledge.
This highfalutin attitude is what leads many to think of classical music as being an
exclusive music, and if we do not actively dismantle this stereotype then we are only
furthering the perpetuation our highbrow club. Coming from such humble beginnings (and frankly, having only migrated slightly from upper lower-class to lower
middle-class), I might have thought that I was immune to proliferation of classism
in classical music, but as many a wise adage goes, if I wasn’t working against classism then I was tacitly allowing it to continue. That is what I am ultimately trying
to get at with this question of who is a composer. I have challenged myself to and
I hope for you, the reader, to name and disarm the classism and arrogance that
largely goes hand in hand within this tradition of western art music.
Asking what a composer is can be seen as a fairly innocuous question on the
surface, but I posit that beneath the surface there is a lot for us to unpack. As I
illustrated earlier, what I thought was a concise and fair definition of a certain kind
of musician - a composer - turned out to be a very loaded sentiment wrought with
exclusionary undertones. Historically, this brand of exclusion could have very well
gone unnoticed and unquestioned, but as a millennial in the era of radical social
justice work, I think that I and we can do better. We can create inclusive definitions
of various types of musicians that both allow for all manner of musicians to be included in many different categories of composer while also maintaining a degree of
integrity for those who would prefer a more traditional definition of composer. I am
not entirely advocating for a complete erasure of what historically and traditionally
a composer has been deemed (although I personally would not entirely rule this
out), but I do think that allowing a large degree of flexibility in our language and
culture is part of what is necessary for our music to continue to be relevant. Many
of us already have a hard enough time filling seats in the concert hall as it is, why
on earth would we not want to give ourselves every fighting chance we can to hold
our current audiences and bring in even more newcomers?
Although I have written mostly about what and who a composer is, I use this
question as a way into discussions of larger issues surrounding social accessibility
within concert music and the recital hall. As a composer, I enjoy it when my music
is listened to. As a performer, I enjoy it when there are people in the audience
engaging with me. As a musician, I enjoy it when I know that my creativity is being acknowledged and valued. None of this can happen if people are not let into
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our community. In fact, the exact opposite would happen, as my own personal
experiences have led me to believe. If people are not being actively brought into
the concert hall, then no one will be coming in at all. Furthermore, I think that it
would be prudent not only to let people in, but to actively introduce and invite new
people into our community and go out into communities unfamiliar to ours and
work to share our music and art with them. Let us share our stages with performers
who have not traditionally performed in a concert hall. Let us take ourselves and
our music out of the academy and play and perform our music in non-traditional
venues. Let us challenge our longstanding implicit roles of performer and audience
and shake things up a lot.
“So katie, what are you doing to put action to all of these frilly words you’re writing?” Most concretely and regularly, I created a concert series here in Brooklyn called
Deliver Us from Donald. It started as (and continues to be) a show with the purpose
being to raise awareness about and money for local grassroots organizations that
are negatively impacted by the current administration regime. As a political entity,
Deliver Us is meant to be a brilliant and artistic display of anger and discontentment aimed at the current political state. I created this show because I needed a
way to express my reaction to the current state of affairs and because art, music,
and creativity are the tools I am most adept at using. As artistic endeavor, Deliver
Us is meant to expose audiences to far more than they’re used to. These shows
host all manner of performer, not all of whom are even musicians. Deliver Us has
seen performances and presentations by classical musicians, spoken word artists,
folk singers, poets, improvisers, graphic designers, and more. The intent with this
cornucopia of artists sharing a bill is to get people to see something they wouldn’t
normally see. I want people who rarely leave the recital hall to see what is going
on in the world of poetry, I want acoustic folk music aficionados to get a glimpse
into what improvisational musicians do, and I really, really want everyone outside
of classical music to know that there is actually some badass cool stuff happening
here and that not all of us are Mozart stalwarts stuck in the eighteenth century. For
the time being, I have become disenfranchised by the classical music world that
bred me. I want so badly to love it and continue my relationship with academia,
but right now I just need a break and some space. At the risk of sounding perhaps
too reductive, the classical music world finds my queer-ass self to be a hard pill to
swallow, but the queer world loves me and my music more than I can even explain.
To wrap this little thought experiment of my up, I want us to ask ourselves: what
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steps can we take to improve our culture? How can we make our corner of the music work more accessible? Do our actions line up with our intentions (and are our
intentions to diversify and better our world?)? How do we get more people involved
with concert music? Do we want to open the doors to our music or close people
out? Art music spoke to me as no other music had, but it took me so long to find
my way into it; I can only imagine where I would be if I had been introduced to this
music even just a decade sooner than I had and had helpful guides along the way.
I don’t want other people to have such a hard time finding their way in this world.
Often, when I share my own music with my friends, it is the people least involved
with the art music world that enjoy listening to my music the most. This is a really
marvelous thing that happens and I think it just goes to show that there are more
people than we think who are yearning to listen to our music, they just have not yet
been shown the way in. I want for us to show more people the way to our music
and for us to more excitedly welcome the prospect of new audiences.
katie and her show can be found across the social media landscape @femmekatie and
@DeliverUsFromDonald

MUYASSAR KURDI

Embodiment
(in conversation with Lucie Vítková)

What is your vision of life and art?
Art is an extension of my life, which I fully embody. It simply becomes me, and I
surrender to it, and now it is just who I am, everything is poetry. Living in intuition,
love, empathy, choice, impulse; recreating the past, presence, telling stories, destroying status quo, ‘the act of opening up in your person’. Art is an act of rebellion,
it makes something out of nothing, and it creates meaning, new reality tunnels,
doors, breaks down walls, embraces community and diversity. So the question of
purposelessness in art arises: where is all this leading to? And nowadays it is treated
like a business. Capitalism is inescapable! And nihilism is not loving or interesting.
So then why even do it anymore? Art is supposed to be radical and inventive, how
can we ever forget? I only want love to lead me, and as I get older, it becomes more
of a priority to practice kindness and hold no judgment because life is painful. So I
have no other motive, my vision is very nonlinear, and I hope to become more and
more open because that’s when the world reveals itself to me in new ways. When
it is revealed, then I give. So I see art as an offering to my community; in that other
world we can be together, and not be afraid anymore. I live very vulnerably in my
life --hyper-aware and sensitive; it is a rich life and artistic practice. I don’t want to
hide especially from myself so I have to go deep, and I want to because I like to be
open. After all, I am the biggest joke I ever played on myself.
How does your family background influence your perception of the world? Do
you express it in some of your pieces?
My mother is an orphan of French and Swiss descent who grew up in America at
various locations in orphanages and foster-care. I heard many stories about her
childhood. When I was very little, it stuck out to me differently, and she appeared to
be the strongest woman I’d ever known. Now, her pain seems to have ‘passed down’
to me in some way: mother to daughter, woman to woman. I often have the urge to
share the stories of her life, and I suppose I do in certain ways because I embody
the stories of being a woman, of being many women, connected to my ancestors,
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and in accord with the moon. My mother was a folk musician playing the guitar
in the mountains in Colorado and in Tennessee. This is how I see her even until
this day: long blonde hair, braided, and wearing floral dresses with basket sandals.
She had four children, and I sang in a family band in church at a very young age.
My father has black hair and black eyes with dark skin. He met my mother in
Chicago when he came as an immigrant from Jordan to study engineering at the
university. My mom always said I got my beautiful legs and nose from my father,
but that I was artistic because of her. She always seemed magical to me..singing folk
ballads on her guitar in front of the mantel, and typing her songs on a typewriter
in the early 90’s. I would do the same...I was always finding isolated areas to be
alone, and write ‘lyrics’ to songs that I’d sing. As a child, I was so free in some ways..
expressing myself through music, dance, and visual arts. I was 6 years old when I
knew I wanted to be a singer. Since both of my parents were religious, a lot of this
child-like freedom was also compromised, and I grew up going to a mosque and
a Baptist church simultaneously. I would listen to old cassette tapes of Palestinian
music in my father’s van, and I’d sing about jesus with my mother and her guitar.
My father’s culture made the strongest impression though, and musically it has
informed my understanding and artistic practice. I feel really connected to the Orient.
Could you go deeper into some of your pieces to introduce your thinking about
music and movement? You use various media in your performances. Could you
share a list of tools you use in your work?
Movement eventually became very essential to my performances because I began
to see sound and movement as one fluid motion. A lot of my practice involves
embodying sound. At first, very early in my work I thought of sound and dance as
their own separate practices. Slowly but surely, as a part of the Chicago underground
scene, I became more performative. I was on the brink for quite a while, and knew
there was more to it so it was just the matter of tapping into it. I began to study
butoh in Chicago and abroad which also inspired me because I immediately felt
this type of dark dance-theatre resonating deeply. And I would build from there and
other training with Meredith Monk and her performing arts company. It showed me
the possibility of a cinematic performance: light, sound, subtleties in movement,
embodiment, creating tension, texture, interactions with the environment, body to
object relationships, interactions with the audience, working with ensembles, silence,
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inner and outer spaces. This also contributed to my intense love for filmmaking
because that is where all forms came together: movement, sound, performance,
image. I love all of these modalities, and they definitely inform each other. I am a
visual artist, and movement is also a visual art but we sometimes forget that. And
it is fascinating to me that we can make different movements with our bodies that
are outside of our everyday use, and I find these explorations in space to be radical.
‘The body solves problems before the mind knows you had one. I surprise myself thinking: who is this person making these movements in this dance? It is a person with a
suspended identity.’ -Trisha Brown (So That The Audience Does Not Know Whether I
have Stopped Dancing, 2008)
Architecture is solidified sound, sound is liquid architecture, and movement
is the embodiment of both. I feel as though I sing with my movement: after I suffered a brain injury in 2004, I had to relearn how to use my entire body again, and
even after a full recovery, I am still always learning how to be in my body more and
more. It is that much more radical for me. I am claiming space in my body! For the
second time! I feel very alive.
My current explorations in movement and sound have been involving homemade
electronics, voice, movement, performance, and sculpture. One of my microtonal
devices reacts to light and movement so it functions as a body-theremin. It becomes
a question of what is making the sound: my movements, my environment, or my
movements in the environment? Is the machine making my movement? There is an
in-between place of tension. I call this ongoing piece Machine//Body. It represents
nature and machine and how the two can coexist.
How do you perceive a performance space? What does that space mean to you
and what is your relationship to the audience?
My ideal performance space is an empty floor that I can transform in any way I want.
I usually prefer not to play on the stage, and I find it limiting in most cases. I enjoy
when the audience can be around me in a circle. It gives a sense of immediacy and
presence as well as allowing for more dynamics and textures. The audience can also
be a part of the piece at times. It is important to me to interact, and perhaps it is my
revolting to being seen as ‘entertainment’. I am an experience not entertainment;
I am more interested in connection and community. I like to create depth out of
nothing. I am continually fascinated with how space informs my work, and all of
the limitations and boundlessness within the space.
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Muyassar Kurdi, score for ‘Travelling’ performed at Rubin Museum of Art in June 2017, NYC

How do you deal with borders and definitions – more specifically, with borders
of the concert space, with borders between the states and nationalities or with
definitions of music, art disciplines and genders?
I am not interested in ‘borders’ and ‘definitions’ -- they are very oppressive. They
raise a sense of repulsion and confusion within me; I want to stay away from being
placed into boxes. Nothing we do should be boxed up as if it were a commodity,
but that is what happens in the world of late capitalism.
In order to create new art movements there needs to be new inventions, and I
think that requires going deeper. With all of this new technology at hand, I think the
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possibilities in creating newness could be endless, but unknown territory is scary
for most so we cling to a tradition. However, there is something to take away from
tradition, and hopefully transform it into something else. Dismantling tradition is
part of this process.
In my own work I honor the futuristic and the ancient; a sort of timelessness.
I intend to break down the walls and borders between art disciplines, definitions
of music, and gender. I see it all as energy; energy that is constantly moving and
changing in the now.
My work is like a colored liquid; it keeps changing. Sometimes it is a pure white,
sometimes muddy, mostly it is nameless and it changes sizes. Sometimes it freezes into
shape for a certain time and space; then it has a name; it is called a piece. It is poured
into a certain spatial container and freezes into that shape. Then when that is over, it
vaporizes, turns into gas, then back to liquid and flows on and on again. Most people
think only of the containers, the names, the certain times, the repeatability, the objecthood. In theatre process, mixture-- category-lessness-- is not understood. -Meredith Monk
(Journal entry, 1970)
I think it is important to use different modes in a performance, I am not just
one thing, I am everything and more! Not every piece needs all of these modalities
though; I am more interested in minimalism than excessiveness. Maximal in a way
that brings out all ‘a thing’ can be or the slight variations that create depth and
layers as well as the minimal space that occupies in-between spaces, silence, and
tension.
I wanted to ask you more about a repeating and your perception of it – is a
repetition possible? Even when a new generation of people would do the same
concepts, would that be the same thing?
Anything is possible, but I don’t think it would capture the true essence even when
following the same concepts and techniques. If an artist found their own unique
voice then ‘learning’ and ‘expanding’ is the focus not repeating. No one has the
same story. We can learn from our teachers, but when applying it to our own lives
and our own artistic practice, it has the possibility to manifest differently. And that
is what we want! Invention and freshness.
There is always another door; we all find our truths through our own vision,
and we travel different paths to arrive there. Drawing inspiration from the living
and the dead is essential though; it is as though we are solving a puzzle and every
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person encountered during the journey provides a clue and onward we go into
the unknown. Even the random pedestrian in some far away land I’ve traveled has
pointed me onward towards more clarity, and I shall never see them again. I find it
important to focus on the ever-changing present, and giving myself vulnerably to
the now will provide an abundance of newness.
What is your definition of new?
I never make work then think about whether it is ‘new’ because I don’t doubt this.
The act of going into the unknown is an uncomfortable place for most because it
may reveal difficult truths about ourselves and the society in which we live, but I think
it is necessary. It takes a process of unlearning what society has fed us with its fat
hand. I see no separation between art, life, or death and from it springs perpetual
newness, many seasons, gestures, moons, chapters, and dreams.
Do you find yourself being a part of any community/ies or do you perceive
yourself more as an individual?
Both! I couldn’t be one without the other: an organism in an environment.
Have you initiated any collective of people, meaning, do you gather people to
create art and music?
I curate for my series MACHINE//BODY which has visited Chicago, NYC, and
Berlin so far gathering many interdisciplinary artists working in dance and soundart; they have created stunning new pieces centered on the previously mentioned
MACHINE//BODY world. I am focused on bringing together femmes from around
the world that are pushing the boundaries. I have a strong interest in many art forms
so as an interdisciplinary artist it is important for me to further explore all of these
modalities: dance, sound, image. Outside of curating, I meet with my friends who I
regularly work with in movement, sound, and performance, and this is where I feel
the powers coming together in ways that confirm that I do indeed have a strong
community here in NYC (and abroad).
Your presence at the art scene, I perceive, has been a great encouragement
and activism for speaking out about taboos, especially, about gender politics.
Is there any concrete political message in your art? If so, how do you translate
that into a piece?
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I would say my artistic practice is rebellious in itself. I would consider myself an
activist for causes such as gender politics and feminism. Outside forces oppress me
directly every day of my life, and my internal dialogue churns: how do I keep myself
alive, what’s worth living for anyway? Claiming the body and living in it is a radical
act, and of course living with a purpose that promotes a cause you are passionate
about; it feels like life or death but I choose life. I think it is important to dream, never
stop dreaming, learning, living enthusiastically and curiously: this is how energy
moves. The energy needs to keep moving and we need to spread love. We are all
living in fear, and I think the art practice is all about transforming that fear into a
vision that unites us as well as challenges us to see things in a new way. During my
recent performances some people were afraid while many others appreciated the
rawness, presence, and intensity. There is a lot of darkness and humor in my work,
but lightness as well; the darkness cuts through and penetrates. I am not afraid
to go there, and ask my audience to go there with me. We are all in this together.
I have given myself to subtleties and abstraction in a very non-linear vision.
In fact, in my later work I stopped using words and explored my body even more.
Sometimes during performance I may utter a single word, and play with its shape.
Recently I performed in London at Cafe OTO as a duo with the amazing artist Diana
Policarpo on percussion: I rotated in circles very slowly in the spotlight wearing a
white mesh veil over my face and vocalizing. During my third rotation, I whispered
‘NO’, I spoke it then screamed it. I also surrendered to gravity and effortlessly fell four
or five times. Everyone could hear my body hitting the concrete floor. As a woman,
there is something so powerful in saying ‘NO’ and hearing the flesh hitting the floor
repeatedly. I made a deep impression on many of the audience members that night
as I recall their images and interpretations which were all unique, emotional, and
interesting to hear. I appreciate the receptiveness and sensitivity.
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August 2017

It is summer, I am writing this text at my desk. Through the wide open windows of
my apartment in Brooklyn enter overwhelming street sounds, cars, sirens, people,
music, noise. On top of these layers of sound, I play music on my speakers. These
sounds, events, stories, become overlapping structures, from which I get only a
tiny glimpse: a passing noise, a distant image. I enjoy the counterpoint of these
independent structures and their coincidental meeting points.
In some of my works I try to create an artificial environment where I frame different independently composed layers and processes in parallel, sometimes bringing
all layers to the front, sometimes playing with perspective. I combine elements
from different worlds, with their own separate modes and rules. Sometimes I call
it ‘parallel reality’, sometimes ‘surprise’. These structures or layers can appear simultaneously, or in succession, or interrupt one another briefly. They are not meant
to communicate to one another but also not to exist in conflict or juxtaposition
for its own sake, rather I am interested in the combination of uncommunicative,
disconnected layers, and in experimenting with various levels of their separation
or merging.

- parallel reality The first time I thought of ‘parallel reality’ was in The Trio. I used this term as
part of the instructions for the performers to describe a moment in this otherwise
straightforward music composition for viola, violoncello and harp, where during a
long pause the musicians put on hats on their heads. This interruption is the only
theatrical moment in the piece, and has nothing to do with the music nor with any
narrative. I imagined this moment as another dimension, another world suddenly
and briefly visiting the world in which the music was being performed. The two
situations are present in parallel and are happening at the same moment, in different dimensions; in one, the musicians were playing my piece, in another, the same
musicians were, I don’t know, maybe just putting on their hats. We, the audience
from this reality, only witness the moment from the other parallel reality when the
hats were put on, the moment in which these two realities exchanged places. I didn’t
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make an elaborate story about what that “other” reality was. I just wanted to see it
appear and disappear, making sense or not.
During one of the performances, something unexpected happened. The performance took place in the hall of the National Bank in Belgrade, a hall with long
reverb and with little isolation from the sounds of the busy city street outside
(which actually resonated quite nicely inside the hall), surrounded by glass walls
and glass ceiling. Just a moment before the performers were meant to put their
hats on, heavy rain started pouring outside. The sound of water falling on the glass
roof resonated in the hall and it felt as if the rain was falling on our heads. In that
moment the musicians, following the score, stopped playing and put on their hats.
This coincidence added an unexpected, unplanned meaning to this moment and
to the entire piece. It seemed to have taken very long until the musicians started to
play again, finishing the last minutes of the piece. I think that most of the audience
forgot the rest of the piece and only remembered the hats and the rain. One can
say that instead of that other reality visiting us, we all got transferred in there.

- surprise An earlier piece, 9/a la Kusturica from 2009, includes a moment similar to the parallel
reality hat moment in The Trio. In this case I called it ‘surprise’. 9/a la Kustiruca is
a half hour long duo for violin and piano written in several movements. During the
first twenty minutes, the violinist slowly moves towards the backstage exit, performing the last movement from off stage. When the violinist has finished playing the
last movement, an entirely new group of performers enter the sage: a brass band,
a juggler, a yogi or a dancer, a child, and two table tennis players with a judge (not
professional) playing a table tennis match on the piano. They start performing their
acts independently, they do not communicate or interact with each other. At first it
may seem strange and messy, but after a while these unconnected performances
start to coexist. The mess slowly transforms into something else, a new order, and
the stage becomes a frame in which different types of seemingly unrelated events
are seen together. The ‘surprise’ section lasts about 5-7 minutes, it stops being a
surprise due to its length. The violin-piano duo is probably forgotten, whидонов
умре сам од себе. А жена Спиридонова паде са креденца и такође умре. А
деца Спиридонова се подавише у језеру. А баба Спиридонова се пропи и оде
у скитнице. А Михајлов престаде да се чешља и разболе се од шуге. А куглов
нацрта даму с бичем уen at the end of the performance the violinist comes back
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on stage and the other performers leave. The audience is now left again with the
piano and violin duo. Instead of playing again, the pianist throws a table tennis ball
towards the violinist and they defend it with their violin.

- overlapping structures –
When composing a piece for the Music for Contemplation concert series in 2016,
my main inspiration was the performance space itself. Music for Contemplation
takes place at the Church of the Annunciation, a large church in Brooklyn, a highly
reverberant space surrounded by noisy intersections and busy Williamsburg nightlife.
The church is always filled with layers of sound from the outside, loud but somehow
distant sounding thanks to the church’s rich reverberation. I decided to think of
my work as adding a few more layers to what is already going on. The result was
a collection of several independent pieces performed at different moments over a
thirty-minute timeframe, partially or entirely overlapping. The pieces were composed
separately, with the thought that they will later become part of a larger entity but
could also be performed on their own. Each piece has its own score, notated according to what I thought was the most efficient way to express the material: traditional
music notation, text score, graphic and verbal instructions.

Two of the pieces last for the entire duration of the performance, marking the
beginning and the end of the overall structure. A keyboard ensemble plays during
the entire performance. They play a choral intertwined with long silences, the base
harmony of the piece, the hum of the space. A solo percussionist/performer performs
another constant part: during the course of performance, the percussionist slowly
unwraps an object hidden inside a box under many layers of aluminum, plastic and
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paper. As the keyboard ensemble creates the underlying harmony, the percussion/
performer’s part leads the basic dramatic structure of the piece:
“...the viewer/listener watches as a man carefully unwraps layer after layer of protective materials around an unidentified object. Ranging from tinfoil to plastic bags,
each layer contributes its unique singing hiss, crackle or crunch. The man operating
treats each with a slow, deliberate precision, as if not to wake a more chaotic sonic
beast in each. And yet this gentle handling creates an almost violent suspense: surely
whatever is so sheltered and padded from view must be atrocious or shocking. I
half expected a severed head. Upon the discovery of a muffled ticking alarm I felt
simultaneously moved and manipulated. This is what I had waited for? It was a
relief and a shock disproportionate to the size of the object” (from a text about the
performance of my piece for Music for Contemplation, written by Sarah Friedland).
The other pieces, a cello and dulcimer duo, a trombone and trumpet duo, and a
saxophone duo, start and finish at different times during the performance. The
musicians are spread around the space, different layers come from different locations but ultimately, together with the sounds from the outside, they blend into
one experience.

- distorted drawings Clarinet No.__ is an infinite collection of solo works for clarinet. For every clarinet
player interested in playing this piece, a new score will be developed. All scores share
the same form and general timing, while new pitches and intervals are chosen for
each player. The first layer is an empty chart, a skeleton of the general form. The
second is a questionnaire for the clarinetist. Once they answer the questionnaire, I
can start filling in my chart with pitches and durations according to their answers,
leaving some freedom for myself to modify. Every piece is tailored for the clarinet
player that will perform it, and bares their name in the title. For now: Enric, Germaine, Jorge and Vinesh.
The pieces can be performed solo or simultaneously as duos, trios and up to
an infinite number of clarinets. When performed alone, the pieces have their own
identities, intervals and harmonic structures. When overlapped, it is as if one draws
something on a piece of transparent paper, then draws the same on another paper,
and again and again, and then the drawings are placed on top of each other. The
result, I imagine, is the original image distorted, since no two drawings are exactly
alike. The lines become blurry, displaced elements create new shapes.
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-Closing the window, sounds fade out, I am focused on the clicking sound of my
computer keyboard. Writing this text, I wanted to share a few themes that run through
my work. These notions of independent layers and overlapping structures, parallel
realities, surprises and distorted drawings influence deeply the way I perceive form
and instrumentation. For me, they open a range of possibilities of working with
mobile, non-fixed forms, flexible ensembles, and theatrical and visual elements.
Parallel reality inserted in this text was part of a story by Daniil Kharms.

MIYA MASAOKA

The Vaginated Chairs;
A Way of Listening
16 Chairs Tuned to Specific Frequencies

Brightly colored and pastel metal chairs electrically modified to be
an actual loud speaker array with mathematically tuned sounding
chairs.
For the purposes of this essay, the term “vagina” will be inclusive of vagina-identified,
non–normative and queer vaginas and those that have been surgically or medically
created; and for this essay the term vagina is broadly defined and includes the inner and outer vagina, and is held in common and colloquial use practices, medical
nomenclature not withstanding.
Dedication: To Pauline Oliveros, my dear friend, colleague and mentor, who
developed an innovative listening practice called Deep Listening. For her, listening was a holistic and integrative daily activity, a kind of philosophical approach,
and a cosmic way to be and exist in the universe. As a composer, thinker, musician, improviser, and loving human being, she brilliantly integrated meditation and
therapeutic practices into the field of music and sound. She began her sessions
with people standing in a circle and doing breathing and movement exercises. Her
approach and sensibility directly encouraged my ideas on vaginal listening and the
Vaginated Third Ear, although I was never able to discuss it with her, as she passed
away on Thanksgiving Day 2016, a few months after my first “Vagina Dialogues.”1
Her partner, Carol Ione, herself an innovative therapist and artist, wrote a poem for
the event –published at the end of this essay-- called “Vibrating Women” which was
read at the Fridman Gallery exhibition, and again at the Fifth Avenue Park Avenue
Armory memorial in 2017.
A note on the term “sonification” and “mic and piezo” that is used in this article: In
an artistic rather than a scientific context, sonification is not considered a literal or exact
representation of the subject of sonification. Rather, it is an interpretive and expressive
form. The term “mic” is short for “microphone,” or a means for the amplification of
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sound. “Piezo” pickup is a type of microphone which picks up the physical vibration of
the body and converts it to a voltage.

Why Vaginas?
Since the early 1990’s an important line of inquiry in my work has been an insinuation
of the natural world into performative projects, and the pursuit of an expression of
sound of various processes of behavior and activity, and interpreting and charting
sound and/or data in a multi modal and interpretive mediation. For the past 25 years,
I have employed such technologies as, hand harvested sound and data employing
medical equipment, EKG machines, fetal heart monitors, stethoscopes, and EEG
brain wave analyzers. Perhaps it’s odd, but it wasn’t until a year after this project
that I realized it actually followed a loose yet long thread of my work.
It was the summer of 2016, and I was preparing the 10 metal folding chairs,
tricked out with 2 transducers from Parts Express, handmade vaginal inserts with
small but sealed piezo pick-ups hidden in tampons, a 16 channel interface, 8 amplifiers, 4 mixers and multiple computers gathered together for the first “proof of
concept” of Vagina Dialogue. Each chair would be sent particular computer generated frequency in the form of a sine wave that transformed to a triangle wave over
time. In technical consultation for Vagina Dialogues, I approached Bob Bielecki, a
most extraordinary sound artist, engineer and inventor, with whom I had worked
on previous projects, LED KIMONO a few years prior. I remember from that earlier
project that he had warned me about the dangers of electrocution with the hundreds
of the LED’s I was hand sewing into a kimono coat to be worn by a human.2 I was
keen to have his opinion about how best to mic the inside of a vagina.

Photo #1 Vagina Dialogues, Blum Hall, Bard College. 2016
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The first iteration of Vagina Listening Sessions and Vagina Dialogues (2016) included
tiny microphone devices inserted into the vaginas, amplifying the movements and
sounds in the vagina (see photo#1) Having an input and output of data to and from
the vagina was emblematically giving voice to the internal sounds that couldn’t be
perceived without technological means. Sounds recorded from the vagina were then
mixed into the signals sent to the “sounding chairs” as we called them. With this
technological setup, the vagina could then give and receive sound and vibrational
activity. This output of sound was then summed to the computer and sent back to
the chairs and speakers in the room. Participants included Nadia Botello, a sound
artist who has worked using vagina sounds from a dancer and generously shared
her experiences, other participants included artists Suzanne Kite, Marianne Shaneen,
Christiane Huber, Katrina Del Mar, and Jessica Piper was indispensible.
Bielecki was confident that tiny piezos were the best way to go and would be
safe to insert into the vagina. Working in the middle of the night by myself in the
studio at Bard College, I was using a glue gun to glue the piezos to the plastic
tampon inserts. The glue gun’s temperature gauge was defective, and the glue gun
overheated and hot liquid glue exploded in my hands, shooting the glossy sticky
glue over the fingertips of my hand. From the intense heat, my body went numb
and into shock. I tried to wipe the hot glue off with my other hand, but doing so
only made things worse, as now both hands had burning fingertips. I ran to a water
fountain and tried running the water over my fingertips to cool them off. It helped
a little. Eventually I made it to the Emergency Room at the Burn Center in Hudson
County, and had my hands treated for second degree burns. Being a musician, my
hands and fingers are a very protected and valuable part of my body. So I was quite
shaken by this experience.
I looked at my watch in the Emergency Room, and it was 3:00 AM and the piece
had to be ready in 14 hours for the start time of the performance. So I went back
to the studio, worked through the night, and finished it with bandaged hands.
By noon, I was receiving last minute email messages from the seven participants
as to what kind of “vagina insert” was to be used, and some concerned emails about
the electrical wires, complications with menstruation. It was clearly something that
none of these participants had tried before, and these young people (most under
30) were very enthusiastic, and engaged with the idea, and I became aware that
there was visceral passion in a new generation willing to consider and embrace
these feminist tropes. I was exhausted, but also elated that I managed to finish the
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job with my injured and burned hands in bandages. The piece went off as planned
and the impromptu discussion afterwards kept people staying for hours.

Photo #2 Fridman Gallery, Open Ears Festival 2017. Some wires can be seen exiting from
peoples’ pant cuffs, others hid wires behind their pants.

The next performance was 6 months later at the Fridman Gallery in Soho, New York,
City. This time, there were other generations of women identified, transgendered
participants, including feminist writer Suzanne Cusick, actor Winsome Brown, writer
Laurie Stone, composers Amirtha Kidambi, Lucie Vítková, Lemon Guo, Taja Cheek,
Evdoxia Ragkou, Moara Passoni, Diandra Kalish, Mel Elberg and others. Some participants had particular interests in the taboo of menstruation, issues of censorship,
and the banning of the vagina imagery in Japan. Some had a special relationship
with Pauline Oliveros, and were keen to participate in projects that expanded upon
her ideas, and some were interested in the project itself.
For this version at the Fridman Gallery, I designed new vaginal inserts made
from non-toxic silicon vaginal massage “bullets”, and composer Danielle Dobkin
worked on the assembly. It felt odd and yet appropriate to go to several of the many
sex shops that exist in Manhattan and purchase insert models and internal vaginal
vibrators as “research”. The supply list read humorously like another kind of sex
adventure: Condoms (to keep the audio inserts clean from the wearer), lubricant (so
the insert would not have uncomfortable friction), all of the internal vagina vibrators
the shop sold (I used these to modify for my needs), tampons, cotton pads etc.
Finally, on the night of the performance, it was a great honor to have Ione
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write us a poem for the occasion, which Ashley Grier read at the beginning of the
performance.
There were some odd and unexpected elements, such as the audience for the
first twenty minutes being all men, but gradually becoming more gender balanced
closer to the start time. There was considerable time allotted to questions from
the audience, which were plentiful and thoughtful, and it was clear no one had experienced anything like this before, from both the audience and participants point
of view.
The presence of Pauline Oliveros, who had passed away two months prior, was
palpable. Her partner had written a poem for us, and we had come together to think
about listening, sending and receiving sound. I had not yet developed the concept
of the “Vagina as the Third Ear,” a concept and theory I would be developing later
that year.

A Vibration of Women
by IONE
for Pauline

Dear Women of vibration
Dear Women
Dear Vibrations
Dear Vaginas
you not so secret
smooth
linings of silk
sounding and singing
through time/space
dreaming
mmmmmmmm

dimensions of inner life
dimensions between lives
life times before
life times beyond
Hey,
Listen!
Pauline is alive
and loving your
crazy, scintillating
chorus
Speak up!
Speak out!
Hummmmmm!

1/11/17 Kingston, NY
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Photo #3 non toxic silicon inserts with tiny sealed piezos embedded inside.

Photo #4 Vagina Dialogues at Park Avenue Armory, 2017
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For both versions of Vagina Dialogues at the Park Avenue Armory, New York, (2017)
and Prentis Hall, Columbia University (2017), there were no vaginal inserts of microphone pick ups. The installation had more conceptual reading, and men sat
on the sounding chairs and participated as well. No vaginas were “wired in” and
there was no technology connecting their vagina to mixer and my computer. The
literal reading of “Dialogue” became abstracted, an in some ways, I liked the more
inclusive and more interpretive approach to the ideas of the work. There was also
casualness with people coming and sitting and leaving as they pleased.
As the former was a tribute to Pauline, the idea of a vagina listening environment
seemed a closer fit. The latter version that was installed at the Transducer Festival
organized by Matthew Goodheart, then a post doctorate at the Computer Music
Center at Columbia University, which was clearly a more technical and academic
environment, and the social context of these varied versions could not be more
different.
These diverse contexts aided me in understanding how the work functioned and
how people responded to the array loud speaker chairs in these contexts. People

Photo # 5 Danielle Dobkin and Lemon Guo preparing the transducers and amplifiers at the
Park Armory, New York City, 2017
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were attracted to the brightly colored chairs, and the long arc made an inviting shape
for those needing a rest from the academic lectures and discussions. Listening and
feeling the sound and vibrations of the chairs also provided a topic of conversation,
and often people would converse with others, as social space was a clear element
of the installation. Indeed, I came to realize it was a different piece, and more
appropriately titled Vagina Chairs or Sounding Chairs, as the anatomical element
of the vagina became de-emphasized. I enjoyed the malleability of the concepts at
play, and felt the fluidity of meaning was consistent with the construction of the
term “Vagina” itself.
++
How had I made this circuitous path towards gathering sounds in the internal
female sexual anatomy?3
From the mid 1990’s I had an interest and art practice as a composer – using a
wide spread of technologies -- in amplifying and sonifying living things, including
the internal workings of the human body, including What is the Sound of Naked Asian
Men (1995) Thinking Sounds, using brain interactive software and EEG electrodes
sonifying brain’s Delta, Theta, Alpha and Beta waves (1995) In Pieces For Plants, the
data in form of “microvolts” (a microvolt = 1,000,000th of a volt) of house plant’s
response was mapped to parameters such as pitch, rate and density. I began a letter writing campaign to hospitals asking for donations of their unused equipment,
and received new EKG machines and small fetal heart monitors. I sonified brain
output data in real time, and used “ultra sound” pre-natal monitoring gadgets for
hearing the sound of blood rushing in the veins which were then processed with
the computer and sent to multiple loudspeakers. Years later, I created pieces using the data response of houseplants for creating interactive performance pieces.
Since the early 1990’s, I have been creating a body of work using sounds and data
from the human body in real time, and data from house plants using the computer
and medical equipment, and Pieces for Plants using the data output of physiological
response of plants and mapping them to sound.4
These were commissioned and performed at art institutions including Yerba
Buena Center for the Arts, The San Francisco Electronic Music Festival, The Lab,
San Francisco, NIME, Ircam, Paris, France, the Lincoln Center Out of Doors Festival for Homemade Instruments, New York, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, NY,
New York University, Chapel of the Chimes, Oakland, CA. Beyond Baroque, Santa
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Monica, CA., and in the installation ‘Blur of the Otherworldly, Contemporary Art,
Technology, and the Paranormal’ at the Center for Art and Visual Culture, University
of Maryland.
A common thread in these pieces was the desire to make known, or make
audible, the inaudible or somewhat silent or quiet sounds of a person or other
living beings. The “reveal,” the hidden, the hint of traces left behind and eventual
erasure are concepts within and around these compositions and performances.
Animated with technological gadgetry (however sophisticated), the affect of these
pieces evoked a spy gearish, voyeuristic, pseudo-scientific pose, colluding with the
uncanny, spiritualism, metaphysics, the conspiratorial, and a host of signifiers.
Another reading or interpretation, and another perspective which I also subscribed
to, suggested the indigenous religion of Japan, or Shintoism, a spiritual space where
living beings reveal their voice, power, transformative states, and of course readings
of the body. More than twenty years after doing my first brain wave piece - consisting
of mapping brain activity to sonic parameters - it seemed not a far reach to sonify
(sic) the vagina in an art context.
Vagina Dialogues and its variant Vaginated Chairs, has resonance for people
beyond the sound and technology be used. The etiology of the vagina in its societal
relationships is complex, fluid and in a state of change. Everyone either has a vagina,
or knows someone with one. It is unavoidable, yet rarely talked about or theorized.
My theory, that the vagina is the “Third and Vaginated Ear” will be forthcoming in

Photo #6 Vagina Dialogues, Transducer Festival, Computer Music Center, Columbia University,
March 2017
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some form or another, an essay, a piece, or both! So far this year, performances are
forthcoming at the Kunst Museum in Bonn, Germany and PS1 MoMA in 2018.

addendum
The following music composition (Opus 2 of Vagina Music and Listening for Vagina
Ears) was curated into a symposium called “Still Listening”, and was performed
at McGill University by the ensemble Novarumori and conducted by Amy Horvey.
Also included were works created by Christian Wolff, Terry Riley, Annea Lockwood,
Ellen Fullman, Anne Bourne and Pamela Z and others.5
Text Score, 2017 ASCAP all rights reserved

Vagina Music and Listening for Vagina Ears (Opus 1 and 2)
(Non normative queer vaginas, and aren’t all vaginas queer?)
The vagina is your third ear6
---Opus 1. For any number of people with or without instruments and a “reader”
The “reader” reads the following text to any group of vagina identified people.
The participants can be standing, but preferably sitting and in a relaxed position.
For vocalists, non-specific instrumentalists and a conductor. The group is divided
into two groups.
The first group the Designated Lead vocalists/instrumentalists sing/play a pitch
and sustain it.
The second group joins in unison, and then slow lowers pitch to half a pitch below.
Then the Group II slowly starts to sing large tremolos in unison that go at least a
major second tremolo.
----Opus 2. Vagina Music and Listening for Vagina Ears
READER: Bring your attention and energy to your vagina. (Pause) Keep it there.
(Pause) Become aware of your vagina as the center of the Universe, as the center
of your energy source. Breathe and feel the energy pouring from your vagina as you
exhale. Inhale and exhale three times. (Pause) Listen to the sounds around you,
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and feel the sounds with your vagina as if they were your ears. Imagine you have
three ears, and your vagina is your third ear, in the center and in symmetry with
the ears on the side of your head. Feel that your vagina and the ears on your head
are deeply connected and form a triangle, like three ears. Live in that thought and
mental image, breathe and enjoy the moment that we have together to do this.
Longer pause.
Give birth through your vagina to a new energy emanating from your rejuvenated
-power -life energy source, your vagina.
Make a sound either vocally or with a musical instrument while being aware of
your vagina as a listening and sensing thing. It can be a very soft sound, barely
audible, or very loud. Listen to those around you, and make sounds that you and
your vagina want to hear.
End piece after 85”
Miya Masaoka, New York City 2017

1

Vagina Dialogues was funded in part by the Doris Duke Arts Award.

2

(www.ledkimono.com). The rhythms of the heart are a more familiar sound and activity of the human
body, as well as the clinical use of the stethoscope to amplify the sound. Yet the blood flowing in the
large arteries with the pumping from the heart is sonically dramatic, as is the air bellowing in and out
from the lungs. While reading of brainwaves were accessible in 1916, it was not until the 1990’s that
sophisticated equipment with analytics for brain wave reading became more accessible for composers, thanks to people like Japanese inventor Masahiro Kohata, whose IBVA (Interactive Brain Visual
Analyzer) allowed for analytics to be converted to midi, a technical standard for digital interfaces with
other digital musical instruments. Hidden sonic and physiological activity became knowable. Thinking Sounds, using brain interactive software and EEG electrodes sonifying brain’s Delta, Theta, Alpha
and Beta waves and Pieces for Plants using the data output of physiological response of plants and
mapping them to sound (www.miyamasaoka.com).

3

Initially, I consulted with composer David Rosenboom who had pioneered the use of brainwave
technologies in musical compositions in the 1970’ appearing on the Mike Douglas Show in 1972 with
Yoko Ono and John Lennon. Richard Teitelbaum’s In Tune (1967) and Alvin Lucier’s “Music for the
solo performer”for EEG and percussion in 1965 were original canonic contributions of this genre.

4

(www.miyamasaoka.com).

5

Unfortunately, I was not able to attend the performance at McGill University, but found the video
documentation to be a start, and wishing it to go longer, as the limit was 85 seconds.

6

Dedicated to Pauline Oliveros, for her devotion to the practice of listening and sounding, and for her
steadfast and enduring optimism despite all evidence to the contrary.
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Wave Crossings:
Anatomy of a Project
1. THE CONCEPT
what I imagined
what we experienced
what I made
what I would like to make
some of the material generated from the project
some of the objects
some of the input/output charts
the sound navigation through buttermilk channel
extending your physical range—seeing and hearing below the water, distances along
the water, the tides on the surface of the water, the foggy day of boats navigating on
the water, listening to the island through sound synced recording across
where skylight and color and wind meet water
the telescope and the sonification of material from image to sound to wave image
playing back on the island in a house
playing back the sound through object/
speaker to reinforce and play water
making wave patterns using the surface of
water of recording the fog rising on the island
playing video culled from the recording time
in a tiny globe
finding ways to reinforce a soundscape with
location and objects
Figure 1. Early diagram of
St. Cornelius Chapel chart.
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Figure 2. Detail of a New York Bay navigation map showing
sound sources.

Figure 3. Navigational Chart (rebbilib).
Marshallese people. A 19th or early 20th
century sound navigation- tactile map of
water and sound navigation and sculptural reconfiguration of wave space made
of coconut fiber.

2. THE HISTORY
“I invite you to listen to the soundscape by sitting in my mother’s circular garden
chairs,” offered the wall label by Liz Phillips at the doorway to Wave Crossings, an
installation found on New York City’s Governors Island during 2017. Located in
what had been the parlor of an officer’s quarters in the former military base now
owned by New York City and used for community and arts projects, Wave Crossings, sponsored by Harvestworks, is a soundscape/landscape created by Phillips in
collaboration with Rabinowitz and many others, who recorded sounds and visually
explored Governors Island and its history. The island was originally called Pagganuck (Nut) Island by the Lenape for its abundant hickory, oat and chestnut trees;
and in 1624 was “purchased” by the Dutch West India Company for “two ax heads,
a string of beads, and a handful of nails” for use as a fort and sawmill. After the
American Revolutionary War, it served as a coastal defense against foreign invasion;
it continued to serve as a military base (including a prison) through the 1960s.
Governors Island was sold to New York City by the federal government in 2003
and became a public space in 2007. Accessible only by ferry for a few months and
with automobiles and trucks limited to deliveries, the island preserves a sense of
the historic place and feel of New York’s harbor.
Begun in 2014 with a proposal to the New York State Council on the Arts and
intended to be sited in St. Cornelius Chapel, Wave Crossings’s scope includes natural
and man-made objects generating sound fields that interact with its audience to
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create a sensation of the sonic and visual landscape of this oddly remote island in
the middle of New York’s active harbor [Figure 1]. Much of the recording was done
on a foggy morning when the horizon line between air and water is erased and the
sounds are magnified by the water-saturated air. What seems silent becomes first
a cacophony of bird calls and fog horns then builds to crescendos with distinct,
almost narrative arcs. The project’s moving image, visible in the glass sphere, is of
a summer fog rising one early morning over Governors Island. During a fog, the
foghorns, bell buoys and boat air horns fill the air of the New York Harbor. Other
recordings were made close to and under the water’s surface at the Billion Oyster
Project’s dock on Governors Island. Phillips first discovered the sound sources by
looking at an old navigation map of New York Bay where the East River and the
Hudson River merge (Buttermilk Channel) and recording from the chart’s identified
sound locations [Figure 2]. This map resonated with another tactile navigational
map on view in New York at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, made of coconut
fibers in the early 20th century by the Marshallese people [Figure 3].
Wave Crossings is the most recent of Liz Phillips’s ongoing projects based on
her observations of different New York waterscapes. In Here/Hear: Manhattan is
an Island (2010), exhibited during the “Ear to the Earth Festival” at White Box and
presented with Rabinowitz at the Visible Evidence Conference in New York, Phillips
worked with recordings made simultaneously around Manhattan. In Spectral Reservoir (2011), at the Pelham Art Center, Phillips recorded the oceans around the Long
Island Sound. In Niagara Sound Composition (1974/2010), Phillips made recordings
near Niagara Falls for the first exhibition of Artpark (1974) and (with Rabinowitz) at
the Albright-Knox Art Gallery (2010).

Figure 4. The room.

Figure 5. Telescope.
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Figure 6. Water pattern in wave table.

3. THE PIECE
At the window, a scavenged 1960s Japanese telescope picks up light changes from
the sky and the moving leaves [Figures 4 and 5]. In real time, Phillips translates the
telescope’s view (using two light sensors in the eyepiece, an analog synthesizer,
two oscillators, amplifiers and audio transducers) into sound changes that create
patterns in the wavetable’s water [Figure 6]. Image becomes sound becomes image.
Other objects (conch shells, wooden bowl, bamboo pole, old pot, double lawn chair,
water-filled table) in the room act as filters and tactile speakers. Ultrasonic automatic
focuses from cameras across the hallway entrance subtly vary filtered changes in
the room’s sound based on the viewer’s presence and motion.
Phillips’s early conception for this project was quite different because she had
originally been invited to use St. Cornelius Chapel on Governors Island. Its dimensions and materials lent themselves to a more permanent installation, which
would employ live feeds from three wave stations (in surrounding waters), a wave
table and surround sound with the audience and performance moving through and
around the quadrophonic omni-directional speakers and objects and wavetable. In
2015, while recording with many groups
of volunteers stationed all over the island, Phillips realized that helicopters
dominated the airspace, hovering over
the island with tourists seemingly afraid
to touch ground. Moreover, the cement
walls that hold back the harbor’s waters
became oppressive presences in the tidal
Figure 7. Fort wall and view from Governors Island.
recordings across.

52

LIZ PHILLIPS
PAULA RABINOWITZ

It became vividly clear that water is primarily heard when it hits a surface. Any floating object—a bamboo rod or a wooden boat or a creaking rope—sang to us from
the water. We found only one desirable spot on the island for sound, the Harbor
School’s dock, home to the Billion Oyster Project, which generously provided us
life jackets. We then began what would become three days of recording sessions
with homemade bamboo microphones on the surface during tides, and of creaking
ropes and the clattering of the oyster shells as they were pulled from the harbor’s
muck dock, learning much about the surface tides and the underwater life there. In
addition, this multi-track recording used underwater whale-watching microphones
as well as microphones capturing the ambient sounds—air, water, objects. Just as
digging underground yields subterranean seismic sounds, it was clear that there
was a submerged soundscape beneath the surface as we heard the ferry boats and
other sounds that became part of the phrasing of the island.

Figure 8. Bamboo microphone on dock.

Figure 9. Recording on Governors Island dock with
oysters.

The project evolved as Phillips looked closer and listened deeply to record the sound
navigation around this island. Her research into Governors Island had uncovered
early sound navigation maps which chart all the markers of near and far space for
cloudy days. There was a recording to be made! Bell buoys, foghorns, barges, ferries, boats, ships, as well as gulls, terns, cormorants and other birds—site specific,
weather and time dependent: a new perspective for listening. Four years later: Wave
Crossings to be exhibited in one room of a little yellow house on Nolan Park, #7a.
One small room, one month, no Ohm omni-directional speakers: improvise. Thus
the actual installation could not reproduce the simultaneous recordings from across
the island. Adapting and tuning in: this is the essence of the sound installations
that Phillips has been making for decades; finding a path in strange places. Because
the water was not visible from the room, the color of the sky, the clouds and the

53

movement of leaves outside hinted at the water beyond and could be relayed to
her water table via light sensors in the eyepiece of the telescope changing lowfrequency audio oscillations to make waves. We could make our own waves in this
little house. We could play, and play with, our recordings of horns and buoys. Every
boat horn passing and bird chittering mingled in a wonderful real-time adjacent
and simultaneous sound space.
The room, with its ornate and peeling green walls and dark maroon curtains,
seemed a far cry from either the open water surrounding the island or the technology
of sonic and moving image recording. But as we worked to install the piece, we realized that the space could be understood as it was meant—an officer’s home, respite
from the sea—and used objects and materials to suggest a variation on the period
rooms found in a number of New York museums. We strung rope across the two
entrances so that the viewers’ bodies would interact with the surface of the space as
they leaned into the room to see the objects—a bamboo pole, an old bottle, shells,
a glass globe, a wave table, a telescope, garden chairs, wires, cables—and hear the
sounds they generated. The audience, like us while recording, was both within the
soundscape and apart from it, skimming the surface but aware of a depth below.
The evocation of interior claustrophobia juxtaposed with an open-water environment
mimicked the sense of island living, at once cloistered and expansive.

4. THE RESPONSE
From responses to the piece, it seems this complex dialogue among objects, sounds
and bodies resonated.
David Weinstein commented:
The cross talk, conflict, and competition of the elements of the installation in a real
family room inside a real family house conjured a visceral image of a virtual, cybernetic social dynamic. The media components, while complex and clever in design,
evoked the simple acts of looking out the window, listening to the sea, lounging in
the garden chair, watching TV, or listening to the radio. All at once, the family was
there, wandering and wondering through life. Again.
This is a touch of drama, but it was my take on the experience. The place was rich,
full of ghosts, and that hit me most.
And Neely Bruce noticed:
Wave Crossings invited the listener to experience the East River from below the
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10

11
Figure 10. Bamboo speaker.
Figure 11. Cynthia Koppe listening at shell.

12

Figure 12. Thomas Buckner and Annea Lockwood sitting in chairs.

surface of the water. The river was made audible not through speakers, but through
a collection of various objects, which were directly wired for the purpose. Two conch
shells, a bottle, a shallow tray of water (the sound of water coming from the water
— quite poetic, actually), and other things. The sounds gravitated from one register
to another. For me, the lower pitches were particularly satisfying. It was a pleasure
to go about the room, comparing the sounds from one of the “speakers” to the
sounds emanating from another. The differences were quite audible, and fascinating.
Touches of colored light enlivened the small space — a blue sphere, and the purple
light that bathed the aforementioned tray of water. The sounds of the East River were
surprisingly percussive. Perhaps the slapping of waves, perhaps bumping objects, no
way to know. The overall effect was peaceful but never soporific. Something new,
something subtle, was always there to be perceived.
Neil Harvey from Brooklyn asked
How unlikely to ferry to an island, stumble into a Cold War era Army Officer’s
quarters and discover in the parlor the glowing paraphernalia and purple dancing
water waves of a mad sound scientist!
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But this is art?! Great!
For me this was ear opening art, an art making the invisible visible, the ephemeral
physical and the mundane sublime.
And what was that dirt hanging in a bottle saying?
When Cecilia Condit visited
she noted that she had seen some “instruments” exhibited in different museums,
but the combination of seeing them all together gave them a different voice and
character. It was a small space but the sound resonated with me in a big way and I
found myself struck by the complexity of what I was hearing and the arrangement
the room. Her instruments vary from telescopes to small video projections to ripples
of sounds in water.
While for Annea Lockwood,
The bamboo tube hydrophone, four hydrophones really, was a lovely surprise to me,
largely because I hadn’t realized that the tube’s resonance would add so much to the
intermittent sounds we were finding, and so beautifully - what ingenuity! So it was
most interesting to go back and forth listening to two different hydrophone set-ups
of the same site and, as I always find with field recording, a serene experience with
that twist of never being able to anticipate what sounds may pop up next. There was
also a fair amount of shipping moving through Buttermilk Channel, which always
makes me happy to see and hear. Vania Hinkova, a Serbian poet I met once on the
Danube, said that when that river was blocked to shipping, (after NATO bombed
the three bridges at Novi Sad) it was as if the river had died, so deeply linked, at
least to us humans, are the people and the river.
Harking back to an early morning recording session, Rabinowitz had noticed:
A group of students and their teacher had arrived to attend to the many crate of
oyster shells sunk in the river’s muck, part of “the billion oyster project” overseen
by the Harbor School. The project aims to place one billion spat-on-shell oysters in
the harbor by 2030 and the students were there to haul up the seed oysters, clean
them off, check to see if the shells had spats, sort them and replace the good ones
into crates. They worked diligently creating wonderful sounds as the crates crashed
against the metal grates of the deck and the oysters clattered inside.
By now the rain was beginning to sprinkle and we needed to cover the equipment
but were able to get some of the sounds recorded before the gray sky turned darker
and even the students had gone for shelter. We hauled the microphones, recorder,
headphones and gear back to the car and sat out the storm eating sandwiches. The
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dock, with its ropes and cages and paddles—the detritus cluttering any dock along
the coast—beckoned. The sky cleared and we set to explore Fort Jay, once an army
fortification, then a coast guard station now a national park, housing a video installation. A strange beat grew louder and the rain burst in a torrent. So we waited it out
under an awning, listening to the streams of water above our umbrellas.
By the time it was finally installed, Annea Lockwood saw how
Wave Crossings is lovely in so many ways, including the sense of how alive that
waterway is, how vibrant. And your sounds are beautifully assembled, shift so well
from turbulence to gentleness. I loved the way your resonator objects fit the room,
the sense of period, as if collected recently from around that house, so that there
was a feeling of homey ease coexisting with the tech. And for me, there’s always an
underlay of a sort of magic in your work, something about it which I can’t logically
grasp—it’s a bit like trying to understand the winds, which is always the thing I search
out and am inspired by in others’ works. Always there in yours.

Figure 13. Detail of Liz Recording in fog.

Figure 14. Paula and Liz recording in Brooklyn
morning fog.

Wave Crossings is an on-going project that will continue to develop at various sites
across New York City. New York’s waters have always been its richest resource. Artists have reconceptualized it again and again. Walt Whitman; Hart Crane. On Easter
2016, Phillips spoke on a panel with Julie Martin at the “Circuit Score: Electronics
after David Tudor Symposium” held at the School for Poetic Computation. After
hearing Phillips speak of her Wave Crossings Project, Martin, director of Experiments in
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Art and Technology, introduced David Tudor’s unrealized proposal, Island Eye Island
Ear. In the proposal, Tudor had planned to use giant parabolic dishes to pick up the
sound of the water across a whole small island. Phillips used cell phone technology
in the tests and intended to use GPS and other transmission technology with three
Wave Stations around Governors Island. Tudor had also wanted to use technology
to hear a whole island, beyond what our ears could hear to create his island event.
Wave Crossings Project is an idea that is still to be realized as an ongoing installation
with live sound transmissions.
WAVE CROSSINGS Liz Phillips May 26- July 23, 2017 Governors Island, New York
This project was made possible by Harvestworks, The New York State Council on the Arts, the
David Bermant Foundation and Parabola Arts Foundation and by the recording, design and concept work of Andrew Russell, Earl Howard, Eric Shekerjian, Isaac Zal Sprachman, Erica Vitucci,
Frank Spigner, Heidi Howard, Kyla Raskin, Mark Matheson, and Robert Scheuering for continuous assistance as blog designer and with recordings and mixings.
Thank you to Carol Parkinson and all the interns at Harvestworks for their continued support on
this project, Matthew Haiken of the Billion Oyster Project, and many other people working to
maintain the special space that is Governors Island.
http://www.harvestworks.org/may-26-july-23-wave-crossings-a-live-sound-installation-by-liz-phillips/
Other links:
http://avant.org/artifact/liz-phillips/
Liz Phillips http://lizphillips.net/w/Lizphillipsgovsisland.blogspot.com
http://lizphillipsgovsisland.blogspot.com/
Governors Island. https://govisland.com/history
Billion Oyster Project https://www.billionoysterproject.org/
Picture credits
Fig. 1: Liz Phillips
Fig. 2: National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
Fig. 3: The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of the Estate of Kay Sage Tanguy,
1963 Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Fig. 4: Heidi Howard
Fig. 5: Neil Harvey
Fig. 6: Neil Harvey
Fig. 7: Liz Phillips
Fig. 8+9: Paula Rabinowitz
Fig. 10: Neil Harvey
Fig. 11: Gabriel Berlind
Fig. 12: Liz Phillips
Fig. 13: Paula Rabinowitz
Fig. 14: Liz Phillips
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Queerness and Becoming in Music

Music is essential to our healing, to our connection to others, to our conscious
existence. Music is a movement in that our voices, these repressed voices of all our
marginalized families, are being heard by all. Through sharing music and creating
collectively, we are able to spread the message of our resistance and our commitment
to the liberation of our people. Music incites change and is the most powerful way
to send a message to the masses. We hope for our music to inspire other oppressed
and rejected people in realizing that their experiences are painful, magical, and
shared, and that they too can fight against the silence. We use music as a healing
process, as existence is continual pain and growth. We share our experiences and
our understanding of reality through music and song. Together, we have the power
to deconstruct society and transform this white man’s world to one where all our
dehumanized families can all freely exist.
In the vein of a queer utopia, we created a piece that highlights the injustices of
our experience, but utilizes this pain to create a future and a space that allow us to
exist. Our music deconstructs dominant discourses and imagines a future where
queer space and time are possible, and where the body constitutes a site of relating,
unfolding, and becoming. In a society where loving is a threat to the functioning of
dominant society, it’s an act of resistance to find people you truly connect with and
can share with. In turning away from heteronormative spaces, queer, trans, and non
binary artists undertake the world-making process through music that envisions
possible futures and histories where queer time and space unfold, where they can
exist beyond aesthetic symbols of transcendence for other people, and where their
failure to assimilate into capitalist cultures becomes their art of being.
In navigating the politics of place that tend to beset musicians and artists with
marginalized identities, Elysia Crampton writes, “I never thought that I would have
to create a new space like that, but maybe it’s part of the queer experience.” Their
somewhat startled expression towards the lack of safe space for gender queer artists and desire to accommodate such environments resonates with our experience
feeling marginalized at concert venues, clubs, and parties. As music and dance
have been central to queer life and self representation in our experience, this can be
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especially hurtful. For us, music is queerness; embodying those more multiple and
fluid identities that extend beyond linguistic forms, more aptly expressed through
sonic, affect, movement and that which seeks new ways of relating to one another
that are beyond normative understandings of what bodies do and how they feel.
In response to societal marginalization through discrimination, silencing, and
erasure, queer time and space abandon the strictures of static bodies and temporalities, tearing the divide between past, present, and future to accommodate the
relational and embodied process of becoming self. Queer bodies are inherently
intertwined in theorizing sound and affect, implicating the unknowable, felt phenomena of the body. Rather than forming around linear narratives of time, affect
is transmitted through a web of physical and neural processes that are never static
but self-referential and constantly evolving in response to the environment. In this
way, affect, like queerness, opens a space for thinking about how bodies may affect
other bodies and be affected by them in ways that are not prescribed in advance.
The motion and progress implied in music and affect makes a good analog for
transition, as Crampton writes, “Trans is becoming. Trans is the difference between
the universe being frozen and the universe moving forward.” Music creates space
in which different states of being and becoming can be as accepted as any other.
In music, you make a multi-dimensional space where certain identities and certain
ideas can be born and thrive.
We live in a society that ruthlessly appropriates black queer culture, leading us
to use a soundbite from Paris is Burning as a source of citing. In the scene, thirteen
and fifteen-year old kids are being interviewed. In the clip, the fifteen-year old refers
to living with a friend due to his mother and father being gone. Homeless queer
youth are pushed out not only from dominant society, but also by their families. In
both cases, they are not being accepted or loved for being who they are. As the kids
describe in the soundbite we used, they are attracted to the gay community because,
“they like, wanna be together. They treat each other like sisters, or brothers, or mothers, or *shrugs* you know like I say, ‘that’s my sister, because she’s gay too and I’m
gay, and she’s a drag queen or whatever.’” As the song speaks to finding family and
space that your existence is accepted, encouraged, and promoted, we thought the
quote from the kids in Paris is Burning was fitting. Additionally, the quote speaks to
the many different types of relationships within gay and queer communities. They
list familial relationships, queering their gendered aspects into relationship qualities
of a brother, sister, mother, and leaving the option open with a shrug. Because gay
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people are marginalized, they create revolutionary and collective relationships out
of need for one another to survive. Also, as youth, the kids represent the future of
these communities, which are also referenced in the lyrics to our song, “the future’s
here; it’s queer.” In an age of neoliberalism where individualism and competition
between another is the norm, connecting with and existing with other people is a
threat to the functioning of dominant society.
We use music, a form of affect as it is a bodily response, to explore important
elements usually silenced from America’s white-washed and heteronormative narrative. The heavy bass beat that extends throughout the song makes you want to
move. The bass heavy is balanced with a shimmering dream-like synth. One of the
great allures of nightclubs is their potential for escape or respite from society and
its rules. There are countless examples of clubs becoming an other-worldly, exciting
experience due to dim colorful lights, loud music, and many somewhat anonymous
people. There are also many examples of strict societal norms that clubs enact,
such as gender roles being broken and expanded within the club environment. For
gay communities, drag and performance are an example. The shimmering sound
in the song as well as the club beat, represent this dream, the nightlife and club
as a scholastic space that can actually facilitate safety. Where gay people can talk
big and dream big without being harassed, appropriated, minimized. We chose to
create a song that could fit in a club environment, as we were thinking about the
relationship between the sound and the body. The beat is reminiscent of Chicago
house music, a style of music created and popularized by queer black people.
We also use an excerpt from Audre Lorde, a queer black activist and feminist,
reading her essay, “The Power of the Erotic.” In this essay, Lorde discusses the power
that comes with the recognition, acceptance, and expression of true identity, even if
that defies the heteronormative standards of Western society. Audre Lorde defines
the power of the erotic as, “a resource within us that lies in a deeply female and
spiritual plane” and is “rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized
feeling.” This power is the catalyst to a collectivity, creativity, and change. Lorde
reads, “When we live outside ourselves... then our lives are limited by external and
alien forms, [and we conform to a structure that is not based on human need, let
alone an individual’s.] As we begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin
to give up our necessity to be satisfied with suffering. We empower ourselves to
action.” When we are in tune with ourselves and can share and connect with others who live outside the binaries of dominant society, it is a threat to the stability
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of these structures that rely on our acquiescence. We are taught to suppress our
true feelings and desires to conform to Western standards; so we are fighting back
against expectation of our oppression.
The last sound clip is from our friend, Jalynn.
“So I’m graduating from University in the South, and these are the people who
took my people, enslaved them, and told us that we wanted it, right? And I’m just
like wow, I’m doing something that no one in my family — no other woman in my
family — has ever done. And...I’m not only proud of myself, but I’m thankful for the
women that came before me. And who kept walking, and stepping, and dancing...
and singing and crying so I could be here. And I’m really just emotional because
college wasn’t worth the grief that I gave it. And it wasn’t worth the selves that
unravelled but I’m thankful for those women. And I’m thankful for my past selves
to continue to integrate into my future and current self as well. And shouts out to
my New York aliens (!) as they continue to make art...and their brilliant, brilliant
selves...I’m thankful for y’all.”
Lyrics
I feel it coming closer, don’t really wanna fight
It’s queer, we takin over; all my niggas full of light.
There’s something bout this moment...I’m losing track of time.
We all just colors floating out your skin and free your mind.
I don’t know where I’m going, I don’t know what to say
I guess I’ll just keep glowing stronger ‘till I fly away.
We livin’ on repeat, you take away our speak.
But baby it’s okay cuz yes we free today
And now we shinin’ clear, the future’s here; it’s queer.
Can’t take my sun away; won’t take me back today.
Back today...can’t take my Black away...won’t take me back today
References
Paris is Burning clip: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AbqCbI-llb0
Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches, The Power of the Erotic.
Trumansburg, NY. Crossing Press, 1984.
Our song link: https://soundcloud.com/stupitkidz/erotixxx
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Composing Expectations
In this essay/project proposal, I would like to research the environment of classicalcontemporary and experimental music making. I am driven by a wish to make a
change or difference in music´s organization and meaning; asking if that is even
possible. The motivation for a change of rigid or oppressive systems seems to always be present in music and arts in the recent context of things, developing its way
from 1960´s American culture influenced by the Vietnam War and by the feminist
revolution in arts, with its impact on Western culture in general.
My analysis coming from the classical-contemporary music environment, which
I have known the most intimately, and I hope that in some way my results and
thoughts could be applicable onto different environments and genres as well.
My initial idea is about the format of the experimental and contemporary music
performance, claiming that the innovative impact of the music is weakened by being performed over and over in the same environment and form. There have been
some attempts to change the form of music such as composing pieces with new
musical structures and notations.1 Though, presenting them in the concert context
seems at the end to support the meaning of the same old form that continues from
the musical canon – while the music is different, it still continues the old legacy of
the genius composer in predominantly patriarchal environment. In Tia DeNora´s
essay Music into Action: Performing Gender on the Viennese Concert Stage, 1790-18102,
she points out the forming influence of music on society:
Things found ‘‘in’’ (even highly abstract aspects of music’s texture or structure)
thus come to serve as resources for elaborating knowledge and its categories and, in
this case, music may be understood to provide patterns against which that knowledge
is shaped up. Thus, even at its most abstract (e.g., textless music, experimental or
unconventional music), music can provide resources for thinking—resources in the
form of object lessons, analogies, exemplars, and models.
1

2

Such as verbal, text or graphic scores, which provide more freedom for the performers, for example:
Prose Collection of Christian Wolff, Sonic Meditations by Pauline Oliveros, Zeena Parkins´ Lace Pieces
or in my own piece OPERA, my first attempt to deconstruct the monument of a stage.
DENORA, Tia. Music into Action: Performing Gender on the Viennese Concert Stage, 1790–1810. Poetics
30, Elsevier Science B.V.. Exeter, 2002. pp. 22-23.
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Next to the musical structure, the music and its perception also seems to be
shaped by the place in which it is played and by the rules of the situation established
in the concert hall construct. There have been attempts to place the music out of
the concert halls into new spaces such as old factory spaces, public spaces, galleries or house concerts.3 In my opinion, these events are in some way carrying the
stage and a concert hall included in the organization, promotion and the overall
production of an event and in the behavior of all the participants, which produces
the division of stage and the audience.
I claim that the environment implied in a concert hall blurs the message of
composition of a new structure by imposing its history and meaning. It takes away
the attention from the original purpose of the piece or, at least, it simplifies its interpretation. In the case of a piece being played at the concert hall, the possibilities for
the reading of the piece seems to be narrowed to either following or contradicting
the historical canon of classical music.
In the concert hall, the architecture is very prototypical in its settings, that is,
where I see certain criticism: the repetition of presenting the same model and hierarchy, where people divide on the performers and the audience and only certain
people (who can afford the ticket) are allowed to participate.
Influenced by practicing free improvisation and by music philosophies of composers Christian Wolff and Pauline Oliveros, I see the contemporary and experimental music as potential revolutionary movements, with the desire to bring new
structures (musical as well as political) and change in every new piece. I have always
thought about contemporary and experimental music as two genres which very
much intersect in approach to sound. The difference seems to be that contemporary
music challenges the frame of classical music and theory in the academic environment and the experimental music is doing that as well as challenging the academy
establishment.
The connection of concert hall, its music and organization structure, which
seems to be very well adjusted to the capitalist system in terms of promotion,
distribution and to profit, is replicating hierarchy which still collides with attempts
of making free music.
3

I am thinking about some events which I attended personally, such as Experimental Intermedia concerts
at Phill Niblock´s loft, concerts at KINDL – big industrial hall in Berlin, various private house concerts
at people´s living rooms, Echofluxx Festival at industrial hall Trafačka or Make Music New York, which
is organized annually in the outside spaces of New York City, with concerts at parks, gardens: http://
www.makemusicny.org/)
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I am looking for new models which are not established as the best solution for
every musical piece, I am looking for new solutions in new situations and for each
new piece to be able to think outside of the relationship of the audience and performer. I am not going to erase those categories, but I would like to push through
the structure around; to focus mainly on the audience, organization of the event
and the phenomenon of short biography, to shift the roles, visibility and power.
In my project, I would like to research the relationship between the composer,
performer and the audience. I would like to loop these three subjects in a more
direct way, in which the audience participates on the music making and shifts the
paradigm of the concert hall settings and thinking.
At first, I would like to define the usual structure of the environment, in which
the music is built, on a couple of parameters, I am planning to work with:
a) Function, role - on the top of the hierarchy is a composer who is the determining element. They write a score for musicians to play and inscribe certain form
into the musical language based on certain personal history and usually reflecting
classical music history and gestures. The performer reads and performs the score
and tries to express the composer´s ideas in music as precise as possible, often
led by the composer during the rehearsals. The people in the audience listen to the
performance given by the musicians and read about the composer and about the
piece in a program note.
b) Spatial hierarchies – the composer writes the music, usually alone, in a
private or public space. The musicians practice privately in studios, classrooms or
domestic spaces and perform elevated on stage in a concert hall or in an alternative concert space. The audience is usually sitting under the stage, sometimes on
elevated auditoriums and at balconies in case of theaters or opera houses.
c) Visibility – the composer´s name is written on the posters and in the program,
where one can read a short biography with a place of origin, achievements, education and about the communities the person belongs to. The performer´s written
information varies - sometimes there is an individual name and instrument in the
program, sometimes the musicians are featured together as an ensemble formation
expressed by the common history, and sometimes both in combination. The audience is most of the time anonymous, maybe except of concerts for schools, where
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the audience is generalized into students or children4. The difference of visibility
between the audience and performers is enhanced by the lighting in the concert
halls, where the music of the composer, played by the musicians, is enhanced with
lights and the rest of the space is dark.
d) Numbers of bodies – the composer is a single body, the ensemble may vary
usually from 1-100 people, the audience may vary from 1 - the biggest hall or concert
space capacity.
e) Means of expression – the composer delivers a score, short biography and
program note about the piece. The musicians express themselves by their instruments and sometimes also by a short biography in the program, the audience has
white noise clapping sound as an evaluation of the musical event.
In my project, I would like to focus on reducing the power of the individual and
make the audience more visible. I would like to bring these three elements (composer, performer and audience) closer, so their function and role would overlap.
There have been some works done in a similar manner. The music making philosophy of Deep Listening by American composer Pauline Oliveros is an important
example where the functions of composer, performer and the audience overlap
while enhancing the listening aspect which constitutes the musical structure. In
her pieces, she overlaps the spaces of those three subjects where the composer,
performers and audience are in the same place, and the score is the framing of
the piece. For example, in her Sonic Meditations, any person can participate and
is supposed to listen to the other participants and sing according to the listening
perception - either to match any pitch they heard from the other performers or
sing a new pitch. That way, the music is evolving in the long tones structure where
anybody can determine the next step by following (supporting the other person´s
pitch) or leading (contributing with a new pitch).
In this situation, anybody can be a performer and can participate on the composition process, where the immediate inner constructing of the piece is leading
4

http://www.monitor-bk.cz/wp-content/uploads/pisecna_web.jpg
There is an underlying definition about the concert hall audience, coming from the historical events,
where the audience was generalized to the bourgeois people. In her article Terminal Prestige: The Case
of Avant-Garde Music Composition, Susan McClary points out the bourgeois audience connected with
Schumann´s music. She also quotes the relationship of the 20th century composers such as Boulez,
Babbit and Schoenberg: “Thus even though Schoenberg, Boulez, and Babbitt differ enormously from
each other in terms of socio-historical context and music style, they at least share the siege mentality
that has given rise to the extreme position we have been tracing: they all regard the audience as an
irrelevant annoyance whose approval signals artistic failure.”
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into the overall shape. The act of listening, activity mainly attributed with the audience, is brought forward as a main aspect of creation of the piece. Concerning the
visibility, the composer is still elevated through the program note and promotion,
and the performers and the audience stays anonymous.
Another project, I would like to mention in this context is CLAP by German director Christoph Wirth. In this piece, he is exposing the function and sound of the
audience in a performative way and challenges the division between the stage space
and the audience space. In a one hour performance, he hires and trains a group
of people, the performing audience, to come on stage to clap. Doing so, Wirth is
posing a mirror towards the audience space and behavior and enhances the sonic
characteristics of the “music” of the audience, zooming in on various expressions
of the clapping, going from decent clapping into standing ovation or cheering. This
long duration exposure creates a time gap and space to give enough attention to
listen to the message of the audience. Furthermore, it reverses the message onto
its source which is collapsing in itself.
Here again, the director/composer is very visible and the rest of the participants
are anonymous. The role of the performer and listener blends, so everybody can be
performers or everybody can be the audience. This indifference is also supported
by the lighting - both of the spaces are lit. The roles of participants shift with every
moment while the relationships fluctuate, so do the numbers, when some people
from the real audience leave the hall.

Performing audience
of the piece CLAP by
Christoph Wirth.
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In the triangle of composer, performer and the audience, I find the audience as the
least researched subject from the perspective of its influence on music making and
I don´t know of pieces where the audience would be credited for their influence and
participation on the piece.
The Audience
I have been thinking about the dark, divided space of the audience and its meaning.
Would concert hall lighting be a vehicle for the direction of influence? Not just the
light but the whole architecture of the concert hall seems to be set up in a way that
the stage event is spreading out its influence to the receiving space of the audience.
To support this focus, the phones at the audience must be switched off, so there is
no distraction from the content performed on stage. Moreover, the dimmed light
space of the audience seems to support their anonymity.
On the other hand, the audience is in some way an active participant, even if
their participation is very subtle. In the environment of the event, there is an indirect
influence on the performance caused by a number and strength of expression of
the audience. This has an impact on a piece which is evaluated on a simple scale
based on loudness, duration and density of clapping. There are also active members
of the audience who verbalize their thoughts about the show to the performer after
the concert. This direct active group is a minority.
Kate Crawford in her Following you: Disciplines of Listening in Social Media5 also
focuses on audience – especially on audience who doesn’t communicate directly
and actively, which could be an analogy to the music audiences. She is researching
in the virtual environment of Twitter, where she is talking about the importance of
the “mute” listeners/readers, so called lurkers6:
They directly contribute to the community by acting as a gathered audience: neither
agreeing nor disagreeing, but listening (even if distractedly).7
In this quote, the act of gathering and listening is considered as the main opinion
and as an influential power. This realization is existential, it points out that without
this body of people the event wouldn’t exist in a first place.
5
6

7

Crawford, Kate(2009)’Following you: Disciplines of listening in social media’, Continuum, 23:4, 525-535
CRAWFORD (2009). There have been some efforts to replace the term ‘lurking’ with less derogatory
labels such as ‘peripheral participants’ (Zhang and Storck 2001) and ‘non-public participants’ (Nonnecke and Preece 2003).
CRAWFORD (2009), p. 527.
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What about to making the audience the most visible element in the process?
Composing Expectations
In my project, I would like to turn my attention especially on experimental concert
making, which presents alternative and innovative structures of musical pieces,
that are still subconsciously shaped by the concert hall model.
As an author of experimental and contemporary music, I would like to be able
to function with my music outside of this inherited frame of audience and stage and
be able to change the relationship by exposing some of the parts of the prototypical
musical event to get beyond the construction.
I would like to organize a series of concerts, where the audience would be the
most visible element of the environment. In this concert series called Composing
Expectations, the role of the composer, performer and audience would be overlapped,
similarly like in the pieces by Oliveros or Wirth, though, in my project, I would also
like to make the audience less anonymous and credit them for their influence on
music making. I am going to use the program note as a media of visibility, where
each audience member will have their own short biography. In this situation, my
role as a composer would transfer on the audience in a way of the score being based
on their personalities.
I would like to take responsibility as an organizer of the event – composing the
audience, thinking of whom to invite and managing all the logistics.8 I would get a
different group of people every day and each person would write about themselves
into a program note. This short writing would be read by musicians as a score.
I would like to use the common spaces as concert halls and musical venues and
keep the lights on the both sides. The stage is open for any musician to participate.
I am especially thinking about improvisers, who are flexible with different kinds
of notation, and who could read the short biographies and play music/improvise
based on the imagination of the constitution of the audience and their possible
expectations.
This way, I can see addressing the influence of the audience more directly.
Moreover, such events would bring more diversity into the audience of the contemporary music. There can be groups such as: parents of my friends, group of workers
from the building site, musicologists, philosophers, people from the offices, people
8

Please write me, if you would like to become an audience member, or would have more ideas about
diversity and possible people who could participate. Email: music@vitkovalucie.com.
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who live in the same house, building or area etc. There are of course many more
disciplines and identities to consider and get in touch with. The list is long and the
conception of the group can be reworked with every new performance. We could do
more homogenous kinds of the audience – people of one discipline or identity - as
well as specific mixtures of different groups.
I would like to find a venue and start to look for an audience, to begin with a
smaller and less official format, at first, and see the results on a smaller scale. The
official places, of course, would be even more effective, since the expectations are
growing with bigger concert halls. Also, the score would be very large and complicated in this case, like a little book. The performer would have to read about very
different people and their short descriptions would bring a different kind of thinking
during the musical piece. Whereas in the small place, the composition might be
more clear and discrete.
The performers could vary in number from soloists to a bigger ensemble or
even an orchestra. This way, the performers could partly escape from the musical
bubble of practicing music and separating from society, and reading about people
in the audience. This could result into a different attention and into deconstruction
of the concert hall hierarchy. The performers would be more attentive to the audience through the score and the audience could take more visible responsibility on
the music making. The influence of the composer would become more detached
from the event, participating on the organization of it.
In my opinion, the audience´s body and its seemingly subtle influence on music
evolution is actually keeping the same form as well as the identity of composer,
performer or the concert hall and participates on maintaining the hierarchy in a
more invisible way. To push on the architecture of the audience and reconstruct it
could move also the music and the whole situation into a different space where the
meanings get revalued and rediscovered.
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