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BIANCA ŢIPLEA TEMEŞ and NICHOLAS COOK
Introduction

Poised at the crossroads between music and visual art, this book

represents a colourful collection of essays originally presented at the

symposium 'Seeing Sound, Hearing Images', which was organised as part of the
2015 Cluj Modern Festival. Focused on contemporary music and ideas, this
biennial festival is held under the auspices of the Gheorghe Dima Music

Academy in Cluj-Napoca, being directed by composer Adrian Pop, and could be
described as the largest event of its kind in Transylvania.

Coordinated by musicologist Bianca Ţiplea Temeş, the 2015

symposium featured an exciting line-up of contributors, providing a forum for
scholars from various musical standpoints to reflect on the varied interactions

of music and the visual arts. The keynote lecture, which opens the present
volume, was delivered by the musicologist Nicholas Cook from the University

of Cambridge, who was awarded on this occasion the title of Doctor honoris
causa of the Gheorghe Dima Music Academy.

At the heart of this book lies a cross-disciplinary endeavour, in which

the authors view musical phenomena through the prism of the fine arts in a
wide array of contexts: composition, performance, popular music, aesthetics,

graphic notation, and perception, finally adding up to an in-depth overview of
the subject.

The nine essays render abundantly clear how fertile is the intersection

between sound and image. The first half of the book sets out a series of themes

and issues. While Nicholas Cook shows that musical experience is not only

auditory but also visual, kinaesthetic, and social, challenging the reader not
only to listen but also to think ‘outside the modernist box’, Carmen Chelaru
offers fresh perspectives on the relationship between the arts where

perceptions mingle. Following this, Ewa Kowlaska-Zając´s essay concerns
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graphic notation, addressing the so-called “music for the eyes” through
parallels between Alexander Calder, Jackson Pollock, and Wassily Kandinsky

on the one hand, and Roman Haubenstock-Ramati, Anestis Logothetis, and
Earle Brown on the other. Ştefan Firca’s essay is a vivid allegorical reflection of

the Bakhtinian carnival in popular music, mainly Julie Driscoll’s song
“Czechoslovakia”, while Adrian Borza investigates the relationship between
visual design and sonic effect in the context of spectral synthesis.

The second half of the book explores these issues in relation to specific

composers. Olivier Messiaen is portrayed by Raluca Rad through the subtle link

he creates between colour and sound, while in a study of his own music the
composer Octavian Nemescu provides a concrete illustration of how visual

sensations may be transformed into imaginary sounds. Marta Szoka focuses
her discussion of George Crumb's music on the composer's synthesis of the

sonic, visual, and theatrical dimensions of musical presentation. And finally, in

her study of György Ligeti's trompe l’oeil - trompe l’oreille effects, Bianca Ţiplea
Temeş further extends the discussion of sight and sound by drawing parallels
between Dalí’s melting watches and the composer's fluid treatment of time.

The overarching aim of the book is to explore the intersection between

two artistic domains, showing how time based and visual art forms are

connected by multiple hidden filaments that translate into a perfect
interdisciplinary consonance.

NICHOLAS COOK
Seeing Sound, Hearing Images: Listening Outside the Modernist
Box1

Abstract
Traditional aesthetic discourses represent musical listening as an
exclusively auditory phenomenon, on the one hand distinguishing the ‘musical’
(sounds) from the ‘extra-musical’ (words, images etc.), and on the other hand
seeing the multimedia as a secondary phenomenon resulting from the
combinatin of different sensory modalities.
There are many problems with this way of thinking. For one, it is
historically contingent: the separation of the senses as distinct objects of study
dates from the early nineteenth century—the same time that ideologies of
autonomy condensed around the musical work, and that new modes of listening
arose in response to Beethoven’s music. For another, it has never corresponded
to actual practices of listening. It might make more sense to think in terms of a
transition from the old musical multimedia—music experienced in live
performance as an integration of the auditory, visual, kinesthetic, and social—to
the new musical multimedia based on sound reproduction technology. There
was however a period of about sixty years between these, when the
technologies of domestic playback turned audio-only listening into a norm. In
effect today’s music aesthetics treats as a permanent condition what was in
reality a passing phase in the history of technology.
Fundamental to traditional aesthetic discourse is the idea that meaning
is inherent in the musical work, sealed into it by the composer. Denying the
creativity of either performance or listening, this conception is generally seen
as product of nineteenth-century Romanticism. That however is to overlook a
key modernist trait: the claim that such aesthetically sanctioned listening is not
one way of listening among others, but the only adequate way in which music
may be heard. The consequence is a degree of regulation of listening practices in
the concert hall for which it is hard to find parallels in other arts, and which is
largely responsible for the widely identified crisis in classical music today. Hence
the importance of a more inclusive understanding of listening that recognises
both its role in the generation of musical meaning, and the salience of
dimensions other than the auditory. This applies even in phonographic
listening: the signs of the body are encoded in sound and mapped by listeners
This paper is abridged from 'Hearing Images, Seeing Sounds: Listening Outside the Modernist
Box'. In Musical Listening in the Age of Technological Reproducibility, ed. Gianmario Borio
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), 185–202.
1
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onto their own bodies, resulting in a musical experience that is not only
auditory but also visual, kinesthetic, and social.
The malleability of listening means it can be shaped by discourse. But it
is in the shaping of environments for listening that the effects of modernist
discourse are most evident, and I make the point through a practice that plays a
major role in conditioning the experience of music yet attracts little critical
scrutiny. Classical record production is a highly artificial practice that radically
reconstructs the sound of music but does so under the guise of faithful
reproduction. Like modernist performance, it aims at transparency, eschewing
the interventionist production techniques pioneered by Gould. The resulting
failure to exploit an obvious means of product differentiation in a saturated
market illustrates the continuing grip on classical music practice of modernist
discourses. If classical music is in a state of crisis, it is one we have literally talked
ourselves into.

Multimedia old and new
‘Complete darkness’, the Bristol Proms website promised, ‘Proper darkness.
Darkness so dark you can't see your hand in front of your face. Technical,

100% blackout. Like velvet. Like chocolate. Like deep dark water. Pure
darkness in which exquisite choral music and harmony glow like light’.2 It was

publicity for an upcoming concert by the Fitzhardinge Consort that inevitably
included Gesualdo's Tenebrae Responsories. Such concerts are the musical

equivalent of the dining in the dark movement that promises ‘a sensory

experience that awakens the senses and allows us to completely re-evaluate
our perception of taste and smell’.3 But more than that, they are the perfect
embodiment of the aesthetics of so called pure music, as it might be traced

from the middle of the nineteenth century—in Eduard Hanslick's exclusion of
everything except ‘tonally moving forms’ from the purview of music aesthetics

(1986: 29)—to the twentieth- and twenty-first-century practices of
electroacoustic music. The concept of the ‘extra-musical’ is predicated on the
exclusion of everything except sonorous content: music is defined as an

exclusively auditory phenomenon. In this way the act of listening is stripped to

http://www.bristololdvic.org.uk/bristolproms.html (accessed 26 July 2013, no longer
accessible); the concert took place on 29 July 2013.
3 http://london.danslenoir.com/idea.en.html; all websites accessed 7 December 2013 unless
otherwise stated.
2
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an aesthetically valorised core, reduced—whether this takes the form of the
phenomenological reduction that underlies Pierre Schaeffer's (2006) theory of

acousmatic music, or the structural hearing advocated by Felix Salzer (1952)

and deconstructed by Rose Subotnik (1988). And all this is represented as selfevident, just how music is.

That is always an indicator that ideology is at work, as are the

contradictions that emerge if the idea of purely acoustic music is given a
moment's thought. I said that the extra-musical excludes everything except

sonorous content, but for music theory ‘content’ subsists in what is notated, or

can be extrapolated from notation. In this context, then, the musical is defined
in terms of a graphic, which is to say a visual, practice; Salzer's structural
hearing might be described as a form of perception in which the visual has

been so deeply internalised that it doesn’t have to be literally present. Equally

paradoxical is the textual dimension of the extra-musical. When, in the
nineteenth century, absolute instrumental music supplanted vocal music as the
paradigmatic condition of music's existence, the words now excluded from the

music instead surged up around it. Music was from now on accompanied by a
wide range of paratexts, from programme notes and newspaper criticism to

record sleeves and blogs. As Scott Burnham (1999: 194) has written, ‘music no

longer in need of words now seems more than ever in need of words’. And the
implication of such historical change is, of course, that the aesthetic principles

inherent in the idea of purely acoustic music are not in fact self-evident or
universally applicable. They are social constructs of limited chronological,
geographical, and indeed generic applicability.

If the idea of universality is to be taken seriously, then the place to

ground it is evolution, and more specifically animal responses to a potentially

dangerous environment. Animals don't care whether they see, hear, smell, or
feel danger. All they need to know is that there is danger. In other words, they
respond to a multimodal environment without making distinctions between

one mode and another. And within the domain of human conceptualisation it is
possible to speak of a historical shift from a multimodal mentality to one based

on the idea of separate sensory modes. Citing Jonathan Sterne and Jonathan

Crary, Sarah Hibberd (2013: 251) refers to ‘the separation of the individual
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senses for scientific study, arising from the realization that the same stimulus
could excite different effects in different senses: each sense was abstracted

from the others as a unique and closed experiential domain’. She locates this
development—the precondition for an aesthetics of purely acoustic music—in
the 1820s and ’30s.

That is also the time when, as documented by James Johnson in his

book Listening in Paris (1995), patterns of concert-hall listening were shifting

towards a new focus on the musical work, understood as a transcendent and
enduring entity that was embodied in the score and reproduced in

performance. And this reduction of listening to an exclusive engagement with
sonorous content defined in notational terms was followed by two major

developments in material culture: the emergence in the second half of the
nineteenth century of concert halls designed to focus each individual's
attention on the stage—the contrast is with the theatre, in which boxes

promote social interaction within the audience—and then, in the twentieth
century, that of sound recording. In either case the effect is to repress the social

dimension, transforming music into the subjective and essentially solitary

experience as which still dominant streams of aesthetics represent it. In this
way the scientific separation of individual sensory modes finds its correlate in

an aesthetic approach that construes music as a purely auditory phenomenon,
in turn expressed by technological developments that translate it into new
practices of listening.

Of course, aesthetic ideals are never straightforward descriptions of

actual practice. Even the aestheticians had trouble adhering to their own

principles: in On the Musically Beautiful Hanslick (1986: 29) pronounced that

‘the performer can deliver only what is already in the composition’, so
construing performance as reproduction, but as a critic he praised Adelina

Patti for breathing life into ‘empty and ineffective’ operatic melodies, adding

that ‘we do not go to hear the works themselves—all dull—but to hear Patti’
(Hanslick 1963: 167). And as a medium of solitary engagement with the
masterworks, the concert hall was always severely compromised. The point
can be made if we measure the public concert against an iconic image of

nineteenth-century listening, occasioned by Liszt's impromptu performance of
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the first movement of Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight’ Sonata in the playwright Ernst
Legouvé's salon. This took place in 1837 and became famous through the
accounts of it left by Berlioz and by Legouvé himself. The fire had burned low

and the only lamp was extinguished. The accounts disagree as to whether or
not this was at Liszt's request, but concur on the profound effect created by the

combination of music and darkness: Katharine Ellis (2005: 7) links it to the

idea of ‘the interpreter disappearing anonymously behind the greatness of the

composer’s artwork’, citing Berlioz's observation that—for once—Liszt
refrained from embellishing the composer's score. The reality of concert hall

experience, however, was more accurately reflected in a letter from 1925
published in The Gramophone—a letter that reminds you just how long ago
1925 was: the advantage of the gramophone, the correspondent wrote, is that

‘You can shut your eyes and imagine yourself at the Queen's Hall, but a Queen's
Hall without rustling programmes or anyone discussing their servants or
illnesses in a seat behind you’ (Morgan 2010: 156).

The ideal of purely acoustic music as embodied in Liszt's performance

of the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata—and echoed in the Fitzhardinge Consort's

performance of the Tenebrae Responsories—may then lie at the heart of long
established traditions of music aesthetics, but in reality such sensorially

reduced experiences are exceptions to the ubiquitous experiences of music

that I shall refer to as the old and the new multimedia. By the new multimedia,
of course, I mean the convergence between auditory and visual media that was

already under way in the 1980s with music videos and MTV, but has been

massively reinforced by digital technology and mobile multimedia, resulting in

what Fabian Holt (2011: 50) calls ‘the video turn in music’. This development
has been driven by popular culture, but classical music has by no means been
untouched by it: witness the sustained production of classical music

videocassettes and DVDs ranging from reissues of Toscanini's television

broadcasts from the 1950s to Nigel Kennedy's videos of Vivaldi's Four Seasons
and Brahms's Violin Concerto. And in 2008 Philip Auslander (2008: 26)

documented the extent to which the live performance of both instrumental

music and opera had already been supplemented by live-feed video—a trend
that has increased in both frequency and technical sophistication since that
time. Again the Bristol Proms provide an example, a concert by the pianist Jan
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Lisiecki at which images from multiple cameras were projected onto a screen

behind the performer; the signals were also relayed to a separate auditorium,

where they were digitally manipulated to create ‘an augmented and
experimental event’.4

Commentators such as Henry Jenkins (2006: 139) emphasise how the

cultural practices driven by digital and in particular internet technologies serve

to rehabilitate values of the folk culture that was displaced by twentiethcentury mass media. In a similar way, the new multimedia represents a
continuation by other means of the practices of the old multimedia, by which I

mean quite simply the working together of sight and sound in concerts and
other social contexts in which music is consumed. In a 2002 concert in Paris,

the Russian pianist Grigory Sokolov plays Chopin's Mazurka Op. 63 No. 3: his
hands fly up after he attacks an accented note, matching the clipping of the
sound. He is creating musical effects through visual as much as auditory means,

and the principles governing the relationship between these modalities are the

same as in music videos or such digital genres as video mashup.5 Sometimes
Sokolov keeps his finger on a key and rotates it in order to reinforce an effect of

sustain that the piano, as a percussive instrument, can hardly create through
sound alone. Both practices can be traced back to the nineteenth century, and

more than that, to Liszt (Cook 2013b: 330-31). Against the iconic image of

Liszt's playing Beethoven in the dark, then, it is salutary to cite the observation
by another contemporary, Robert Schumann (1983: 156), that Liszt must be
seen as well as heard, ‘for if Liszt played behind a screen a great deal of poetry
would be lost’.

Schumann's remark has been quoted by Jane Davidson (1993: 103),

whose own experimental studies show the extent to which listeners depend on

visual cues in order to identify performers' expressive intentions. That is only

one example of a substantial body of empirical studies that demonstrate the

salience of visual perception in the experience of music, on the basis of which

http://www.watershed.co.uk/whatson/4235/jan-lisiecki-from-every-angle/(accessed 26 July
2013, no longer accessible); the concert followed on the Fitzhardinge Consort's.
5 See the DVD 'Grigory Sokolov, Live in Pari: A Film by Bruno Monsaingeon' (Ideale Audience
International Naı̈ve DR 2108 AV 127). For intermedial relationships in video mashup see Cook
2013a, and for Sokolov Cook 2013b, where a number of ideas referred to in this paper are
explored at much greater length.
4
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Friedrich Platz and Reinhard Kopiez (2012: 75) conclude that ‘the visual
component is not a marginal phenomenon in music perception, but an

important factor in the communication of meaning’; they add, ‘This process of

cross-modal integration exists for classical as well as pop and rock music’.6
Such studies range from demonstrations of the kind of cross-modal perception
illustrated by Sokolov's playing to confirmations of the role of visual

perception in communicating musical structure, but perhaps most suggestive is
the evidence that what people see at concerts decisively influences their

evaluations of what they hear. Jennifer Huang and Carol Krumhansl (2011)

show that more active stage behaviour results in listeners to classical music—
and especially novice listeners—rating what they hear more highly: they

conclude that ‘non-musicians attending a concert … may base their judgement
more on what they see than what they hear’ (362). And while that research

was based on American audiences, a UK-based study by Melissa Dobson and
Stephanie Pitts (2011) drew the same conclusions. Given widespread concerns
about the future of classical concerts, the neglect of the visual dimensions of

performance that results from audio-only aesthetics is of more than merely
academic importance. It is something for progressive conservatories to think
about.

The spectre of music alone
There is an elephant in the room. If the visual is so important a dimension of

musical experience, how do we explain the fact that audio recordings were the

dominant medium through which music was experienced during most of the
twentieth century, not only in popular but also in classical music? We might

begin by putting this obvious and undeniable fact in context. ‘While the
number of households containing a gramophone and audio recordings

increased dramatically in the 1920s and after World Word II’, writes Philip
Tagg (2013: 18),

it was not until the 1980s that videocassettes started occupying

significant shelf space in the average Western home…. That
means

several

generations

during

which

phonograms

Marilyn Boltz (2013), who quotes Platz and Kopiez, describes a representative selection of such
studies.
6
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dominated the home entertainment market as storage and
distribution medium.

Putting it this way underlines the fact that the dominance of audio-only

music—as Peter Kivy (1990) calls it, ‘music alone’—is not a permanent
condition: it might be better described as a sixty-year hiatus separating the
regimes of the old and the new multimedia. The point Tagg wants to make is

that this coincided with the development of the core repertory of popular
music studies, and he sees that as explaining the discipline's fixation on the

audio dimension of a tradition that is now routinely consumed as multimedia.

Whether or not that is an accurate representation of popular music studies
(personally I don't think it is), we have seen that still influential streams of
music aesthetics bear the impress of the audio-only listening practices that
became normal only after the First World War. It is also important to note that,

for early audiences, audio-only listening did not come naturally: it was an

acquired skill. Mark Katz (2012: 16) observes that ‘Sightless listening was far

from the “natural” activity' we now take for granted’, and corroborates this
through reference to contemporary commentaries, advertisements that
showed ghostly performers around the gramophone, and devices invented by
manufacturers in order to fill the perceived sensory gap. More recently the

same problems have arisen when electroacoustic music is presented in concert.
People learned to listen to sound recordings, however, and we need to

explain what made that possible. There is an obvious answer: recordings
mobilise listeners’ remembered experiences of the visual and more generally

non-acoustic dimensions of performance. After all, everyone has sung, if only
as a child, and many have played instruments, or at least experienced them in
the multimodal circumstances of live performance, film, or television. This

answer is good as far as it goes, but it goes far enough only when extended to
encompass the kinesthetic and corporeal dimensions of experience that are

cued by both the sight and the sound of music. In the words of Rolf Inge Godøy
(2010: 108), musical listening must be understood in terms of ‘body-based
cognitive schemata and categories emerging from massive experience of being

and acting in the world’: music mobilises the experiences of embodiment that
are a fundamental dimension of everyday life, together the networks of
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affective or emotional connotation that are associated with them. That is
why—in Robert Hatten’s (2006: 3) words—‘a kind of virtual gravitational field
or vectoral space provides an analogue to the forces working on the human

body in physical space, enabling the motivated opposition of downwards grief
versus upwards elation’. In short, we hear with our bodies. And in this way,
sight and sound mobilise experiences that are inherently multimodal, or
perhaps it would be more accurate to say panmodal or even premodal.

A concrete illustration is provided by conducting. In a study of the

visual in music that came out after I first drafted this paper, Simon Shaw-Miller

(2013: 106) speaks of the rise of the conductor bringing about ‘a new language
of vision … in the gestures of flying arms and leaping bodily enactment, or in
the smaller, subtle movement of a flick of the baton or the raising of an
eyebrow’. Murray Dineen (2011: 145) describes a specific example, Raphael

Kubelick conducting a Bruckner symphony with the New York Philharmonic
Orchestra:

His gestures seemed to have little to do with the customary

mechanical needs of the orchestra, but instead seemed

designed to trace a sympathetic path reflecting the intensity—
the volume, the length of line, the nature of the articulation—of
the work at any given moment. This kind of aesthetic
engagement resembles that of choreographed dance.

But of course conductors cannot visually represent everything that is going on
in the orchestra, and so their dance represents a glossed version of the musical

texture, a selection or abstraction of the motional qualities that might be
termed its virtual body. And the crucial point is that this virtual body is

encoded in the sound of the performance. When you listen to a recording of a

Chopin mazurka, you experience gesture, movement, dance. You map the
music's energetic profile onto your arms and legs and feel it as your own

movement, you dance to it—but in the concert hall, at least, this is a virtual

dance. In this way, as Zohar Eitan (2013: 181) says, music ‘does not require

actual visual images to suggest space and motion—it produces its own’. That,
in a nutshell, is how sound recordings work.
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Eitan continues: ‘Music-related multimedia thus combine two different

spatio-kinetic configurations: the implied space and motion evoked by musical
parameters, and actual movement in the visually-perceived space on the stage,
screen, or computer display’. Seeing Sokolov play, whether in the concert hall

or on DVD, adds a dimension to the listening experience that cannot be

recovered from an audio recording, and one that listeners value (that is why at
piano recitals the seats on the left fill up quicker than those on the right). But

the relationship between listening to a recording on the one hand and

attending a concert or playing a DVD on the other is not like that between
hearing a soundtrack and seeing (which is also to say hearing) a film, in other

words the partial perception of something that engenders a quite different sort

of meaning when perceived as a whole. It is more like the difference between
black-and-white and colour film. On the one hand, the black and white medium
entails a loss of veridicality, a deficit in literal reproduction: something is lost.

But on the other hand some directors use it to create a distinctive effect of
emotional intensification. Audio-only presentation can do the same: in the

words of bluecollartweeter, the inaugural contributor to a forum entitled ‘Do
you listen to music in the dark?’, ‘listening late at night in a quiet, totally

darkened room distills the listening experience to its core’. And Eric Clarke
(2007: 50) offers an explanation: ‘The emphasis on abstraction and ineffability,
which are powerfully associated with the ideology of music’s autonomy and

absolutism, is given extra impetus when the music is itself abstracted from the
physical and visual circumstances of its production, and when all possibilities

for communication between performers and audience have been eliminated’. If
that resonates with Ellis’s characterisation of Liszt's playing in the dark, it is
not a coincidence. What happened in 1837 was the expression of an aesthetic
ideal that was fully realised only when technological developments had created
the possibility of listening to music on headphones in a darkened room.

Schaeffer (2006: 76–77) borrowed the term ‘acousmatic’ from

Pythagoras's supposed habit of lecturing from behind a screen, so that his

pupils could follow the content of his thought without being distracted by

appearances. On that premise, it would follow from the aesthetics of music

alone that, in trying to understand music in multi-modal, social contexts, we
should begin by understanding its sonorous content and only then move on to
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other factors. Stephen Davies (1994: xi), for example, writes that ‘The
contribution music might make in song, opera, film and the like are clear …
only if one is aware of the strengths and weaknesses, so to speak, of music in

its most abstract setting’. But I would argue the opposite. Musical listening cuts

across the divided sensorium that characterises both nineteenth-century

science and music aesthetics. It is a multi-modal phenomenon, but in the

circumstances of audio-only listening its workings are for the most part hidden.
Unless and until musicology is transformed by neuroscience, the best way to
understand the perceptual transformation of sound into meaning is in terms of

those contexts—which is to say most contexts, other than between the 1920s
and the 1980s—where modalities other than the auditory play an overt role in
the production and consumption of music.

A culture of the imperative

I said that aesthetic ideals are never straightforward descriptions of actual

practice. Shaw-Miller (2013: xiii) observes that ‘the harder music tries to hide

the visual, the more effective sight becomes in showing itself, as always,

surprisingly present’, and audio-only listening has never been what the
discourses surrounding it made it out to be. For one thing, as Carolyn Abbate

(2004: 512) has said, ‘the experience of listening to a live performance solicits
attention more for the performers and the event and far less for the work than

is perhaps generally admitted’, and—unlike Abbate—I would say the same
even of recorded music. This probably explains why Hanslick forgot his own

principles in the presence of Patti, unless we just put it down to the difference
between the aesthetician on and off duty. It certainly applies to the British

critics of the interwar and post-war years who—as I mentioned in the first
lecture—described features that are specific to the famous Busch Quartet
recording of Beethoven's Op 135, and yet all the time believed themselves to be
talking about the work itself. But it goes beyond that. Whether in the concert

hall or the audiophile's sitting room, listeners hear with the body, invest

sounds with extra-musical meanings. That is simply how people listen to music.
Embedded in the ideology of music alone, then, is an element of
misrepresentation, of living a lie that is propped up by the discourses
surrounding the music.
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This ideology has deep roots, a point that is now well established and

so need not be dwelt on. It is sufficient to cite Platonic metaphysics, the idea of

genius erected on classical foundations in the sixteenth century, biblical

hermeneutics, and the philological search for origins associated with

nineteenth-century European nationalism—and that takes us up to the period
when scientific thinking divided up the sensorium and the orthodoxies of

music aesthetics came into being. Common to these intellectual roots is the
idea of a world both ordered and authored, a text into which meaning has been

inscribed; referring specifically to the sixteenth century, Michel Foucault

(1970: 35) observes that language ‘has been set down in the world and forms a

part of it’. In the same way, the ideology of music alone—and music theory, and
copyright law—is built on the premise that meaning is deposited in the work

by its composer, initiating a communicative chain that passes through the
performer to its intended target, the listener.

What looks like a foundational statement of this premise appears in E.

T. A. Hoffmann's (1998) essay ‘Beethoven's instrumental music’: first
published in 1814, it argues that performers must subjugate their own

personality and direct their powers to realising ‘the wonderful enchanting
pictures and apparitions that the composer has sealed into his work with

magic power’ (1198). A seal is a stamp of authority, and Hoffmann's

formulation suggests that meaning is inherent, inviolate, unaffected by
subsequent interpretation. But here two issues arise. For one thing, Hoffmann's
original term (verschloss) is not quite so definite in its connotations: other

translations of this passage render it as ‘enclosed' or ‘concealed’. But more

importantly, as Matthew Pritchard argues,7 Hoffmann's writings are full of
poetic imagery that draws on established traditions of commentary that he
simply takes for granted, as for example in his general characterisation of

Beethoven's music near the beginning of the same essay: ‘Burning flashes of
light shoot through the deep night of this realm, and we become aware of giant

shadows that surge back and forth’ (Hoffmann 1998: 1194). There is no
suggestion that Beethoven sealed those images into the work: the 'enchanting

In a book under preparation; my account of Hoffmann and more generally of the relationship
between Romanticism and modernism reflects Pritchard's influence. For further discussion of
Hofmann's visual imagery, see Shaw-Miller (2013: 31-9).
7
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pictures and apparitions' to which Hoffmann refers are collaborations between

composer and listener, and that is what gives Hoffmann's commentary its
raison d'être. It also means that Eitan's claim that music produces its own

images is not quite accurate. Music engenders percepts of space and motion
even when you listen with closed eyes or in the dark, but the translation of
those percepts into specific images is the work of the critic and the
enculturated listener.

It is because of this cultural dimension that one can speak of traditions

of seeing sound. In 1861, for example, the piano pedagogue Adolph Kullak

summarised interpretations of the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata by Czerny, Ubilischeff,
Liszt, Marx, Köhler, Elterlein, Weber, and Cornelius, based on imagery that

ranges from churchyards and Gothic cathedrals to moonlit visions of the
protagonist’s corpselike face: Kullak (1893: 327) goes out of his way to explain

that these images are not integral to the music—the music does not depict a
churchyard, for example—but rather are alternative ways of expressing the
motional and emotional properties inherent in the music. And whereas Kullak

is drawing on published commentaries and recommending them to pianists, it

is evident that listeners invented parallel imagery of their own. The most
famous example, dating from 1910, is the passage in chapter 5 of E. M.

Forster's Howards End that describes a concert at which Beethoven's Fifth

Symphony is played. Helen Schlegel, one of the three half-German sisters
around which the novel revolves, hears the music in terms that could easily
have come out of one of Hoffmann's essays: she speaks of heroes and

shipwrecks in the first movement, and ‘a goblin walking quietly over the
universe’ in the third.

In an essay I have already cited, Scott Burnham (1999: 205–7)

demonstrates the sophisticated nature of Helen's hearing of the Scherzo,
linking it not only to specific features of the music as an analyst might describe

it but also to broader interpretive issues such as the relationship between
affirmation and doubt. But there is an important feature of this passage from

Howards End that Burnham does not mention. Before the third movement
begins, Helen tells her aunt to look out for the goblins, but her brother, Tibby,

tells everyone they should look out for the transitional passage on the drum,
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and he raises his hand when it comes. Again, there is a point in the first

movement when Helen smiles at her German cousin, but ‘Frieda, listening to

Classical Music, could not respond’, while ‘next to her was Aunt Juley, so British,
and wanting to tap. How interesting that row of people was! What diverse
influences had gone to the making!’ In short, everybody is listening in their

own way. It is like the alternative interpretations that Kullak recommends to
his readers. And it is the idea that there can, and should, be alternatives that is
crucial in this context.

Although they had older roots, ideas of authorship, genius, textuality,

and transcendence have a strongly nineteenth-century ring: we think of the
orthodoxies of music aesthetics as nineteenth-century in origin, and trace them
back to Hanslick. But there is one massive difference. The nineteenth century

was above all an age of eclecticism. Vienna's Ringstrasse, where each major
building is in a different historical style selected as appropriate to its particular

function, is a particularly conspicuous example of a pattern replicated, if on a

less grandiose scale, by many well preserved nineteenth-century cityscapes.
The contrast with modernist architecture could not be more striking. The

original French edition of Le Corbusier's Towards a New Architecture (1946)
was published in 1923, only thirteen years after Howards End but separated

from it by the First World War. It is a sustained diatribe at one level against the
adoption of historical styles, but at a deeper level against any deviation from
the central tenets of architectural modernism: that form follows function and

that ornament is crime (phrases coined respectively by Louis Sullivan and
Adolf Loos but definitive of architectural modernism more generally).
Corbusier's central claim is that architecture is a matter of ethics as much as of

aesthetics, so that to build otherwise is not only an error of taste but also an act

of moral turpitude. The resonances with modernist composers are obvious
enough: like Corbusier, Schoenberg attacked historical styles, redefined
function (for Corbusier the cantilever, for Schoenberg the series), and saw

composition as an ethical practice. A nineteenth-century culture of alternatives
was transformed into a modernist culture of the imperative, a culture that did
not recognise the validity or even the existence of alternatives. In short, you
had to listen like Tibby, not Helen.

Breaking the seal
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Seen this way, ideas such as the extra-musical or what I have been calling the

purely auditory acquire a gatekeeping value: they relegate to some ill-defined
domain of entertainment any practice that cannot be directly related to a

sonorous content now purged of historical reference. In the decades after 1945,
when the new music became both the object of and an instrument for
denazification, it is hardly excessive to speak of a policing of composition, in

the sense that a modernist cartel largely controlled who got commissions,
performances, and broadcasts on the one hand, and jobs in universities and
conservatories on the other. While that may now be past history, modernist
ideologies maintain to the present day a remarkable grip over classical

performance, where ethical values generally revolve round faithfulness to
score, composer, or historical context, in other words, to what is sealed into the

work—and by now Hoffmann's perhaps misleading image has become an
entirely accurate representation of aesthetic ideology.

Complaining about this orthodoxy, Daniel Leech-Wilkinson (2012: para

3.3) suggests that ‘performers who dared to offer a radically different view
would be slapped down by performance police (teachers, critics, bloggers) and

spurned by potential employers (agents, conductors, ensembles, venue
managers, record and radio producers)’. He adds: ‘Where is the incentive to
innovate when maintaining traditions is the very focus of everyone’s

professional engagement with music?’ And he has not stopped at asking such

questions. Together with the pianist Mine Doğantan-Dack, he has explored
what might be possible if one abandons claims to historical faithfulness. The

premise of his and Doğantan-Dack's work is that ‘scores can make convincing

musical sense in radically different performances’, 8 for example when
performed much slower or faster than normal. The point is not to establish the

correct mode of performance but to explore alternatives: the discourse of

modernism is stood on its head. And in the same way, while the traditional

concert remains perhaps surprisingly intact in contemporary society—perhaps
Abstract of 'How creative can a musical practice be?', a presentation by Daniel Leech-Wilkinson,
Mine Doğantan-Dack, and Diana Gilchrist, University of London, 24 June 2013
http://music.sas.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/How%20creative%20can%20a%20musical%20
practice%20be.doc.
8
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taking on an increasingly ritualistic role—alternatives have emerged in the

form of the relocation of classical music to pubs, clubs, and other nontraditional venues, not to mention the diversity of digital formats through
which music is nowadays consumed.

In the case of listening, of course, policing is harder than in that of

performance. Mark Twain (2009) wrote of the audience at Bayreuth that ‘You
detect no movement in the solid mass of heads and shoulders. You seem to sit
with the dead in the gloom of a tomb. You know that they are being stirred to

their profoundest depths’ (because at the end ‘the dead rise with one impulse

and shake the building with their applause’). In the same way, I spoke of
listeners hearing with the body and investing sounds with extra-musical
meanings, but they do so invisibly. And whereas Tibby disclosed the way he
was listening by raising his hand at the transitional passage on the drum, there

is no way you could tell that Helen was seeing goblins. Despite this, or perhaps

because of it, the Western ‘art’ tradition has a history of attempting to
discipline the act of listening. On the one hand are educational initiatives such

as Salzer's structural hearing and the music appreciation movement, which

developed in tandem with broadcast music—that is audio-only music—during
the 1920s; both claimed to be talking about the music itself, while in fact

valorising, indeed mandating, a particular kind of imagery drawn largely from
physics and engineering (Pritchard 2013: 147). On the other hand are the
circumstances of conventional concert presentation: in a recent public lecture,

the critic Alex Ross (2010) complains about ‘the vaguely Edwardian costumes,
the convention-center lighting schemes, the aggressive affectlessness of the
average professional musician’.

All these reflect the values of a culture that valorises sonorous content

underpinned by notation to the exclusion of everything else, and so conceives
performance as the reproduction of an existing, sealed-in meaning rather than
an event that is creative in the sense of engendering new experiences. But the

particular focus of Ross's attention is what he calls the ‘No-Applause Rule’: the
prohibition of clapping between movements that audience members enforce
on one another through glaring and shushing, a practice that can be explained

in aesthetic terms as denoting sensitivity to—or at least awareness that one is
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supposed to be sensitive to—the technical and emotional integrity of multimovement works. In social terms, on the other hand, it is hard to imagine a

practice better calculated to embarrass and alienate novice listeners—the
same novice listeners who respond to active stage behaviour, and who

represent tomorrow's classical audiences. It is little wonder that Edward Said
(1991: 3) speaks of ‘the alienating social ritual of the concert’.

What is most revealing about this social practice, however, is the way it

has been taken by seasoned concert goers to be a self-evident tenet of good
taste. In reality it is, of course, historical, and the history in question is

surprisingly recent: Ross traces the first examples of the ‘No-Applause Rule’ to
the early years of the twentieth century, and sees the 1920s as the time when it
became established. That is the same decade that saw the rise of the music

appreciation movement, and in which Corbusier published Towards a New
Architecture. Modernism is an invented tradition in the sense that it represents

itself as based on principles that not only extend back into the past but are selfevident, timeless, universally valid. And that equally applies to the modernist,

audio-only listening that I have been talking about in this lecture. Perhaps we

should see modernist listening as Tagg sees the audio-only culture of the 1920s
to 1980s, a sixty-year hiatus during which the culture of classical music was

dominated by a mode of listening predicated on pre-existing meaning defined
through sensory reduction.

Everywhere in Europe and America there is talk about the crisis of

classical music, as evidenced by its ‘shrinking, graying, and overly pale-faced’
audiences (the phrase is Lawrence Kramer’s [1995: 4]), by the collapse of the

classical recording industry, by the funding problems faced by opera houses
and orchestras at a time of financial retrenchment, and by the difficulties faced

by musicians in finding sensibly paid work. Sometimes it seems as if the future

of so called Western art music is in the East, or more precisely, in East Asia,
Israel, and perhaps some parts of South America. Yet if in its ancient heartlands
classical music is in crisis, it is a curiously patchy crisis. On many measures

performance standards have never been higher, European and American

conservatories are full of Asian students, and through digital media Western
‘art’ music is heard by more people across the world than ever before. I suggest
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that what lies at the heart of the sense of crisis is the reductive conception of

music as authored and notationally valorised sound into which meaning was

long ago inscribed—a conception that turns concerts into the ‘alienating social
ritual’ of which Said complained, rather than social performances in which

people work together to create and celebrate meaning. That explains the dour
clothes, lighting and affectlessness of which Ross complained, along with the

authoritarian ethos reflected in the ‘No-Applause Rule’. It explains why, despite
an outpouring of talent and the funding going into orchestral outreach
programmes, the culture of classical music strikes so many as exclusive and
obsolete. It is, in short, a crisis we literally talked ourselves into. Luckily, that
also means it is a crisis we can talk ourselves out of.
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CARMEN CHELARU
The Sight of Music
Abstract
Both art and science create rules, concepts, and theories, but the first
aims to infringe them, while the second cannot exist without them. There are
no strict limits between the arts—actually there are joint areas, wherein the
perceptions are mingled and more than one feeling consequently appears. The
effect is intense, pleasant, sometimes unbearably stunning.
Music has a large, consistent, and historical overlap with the visual
sphere, producing among other things a syncretic art. An interesting field of
investigations is the existence and especially the importance of sight in music
in two aspects: a) the real view (material presence) of the performers during
the musical act, and b) the virtual image—a psychological consequence of
music upon the auditor.
By comparing two performances of the aria “Una furtiva
lagrima”(Donizetti) it is obvious that visual details such as gestures, acting, and
costume influence the shaping of character in opera. Likewise, Lied is another
example where the visual component may increase the poetic meaning of the
music. Dynamic tint and vocal colour, mimicking, and discrete gestures—all
these are concrete representations of musical meaning.
However, music has also a non-visual zone—or at least one in which
visual features are less important: the genre of sacred music. On the other end
of the spectrum, nowadays there is also experimental music in which the visual
image almost replaces the sound. Can we see so-called ′pure′ music? That is the
question we try to answer through two case studies: first, Nigel Kennedy, and
second, Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet as presented by the Voces Quartet and the
Hungarian clarinettist Kálmán Berkes.
Does pure music need visual support? Yes and no! Yes—for
inexperienced auditors, but also when the performing artist (or artists) wishes
to reveal new and/or deeper meanings. No—because music lovers can
comprehend it through its own nature and its proper language.

Introduction
One difference between Art and Science is, among others, their relationship to

precision. Both art and science create rules, concepts, and theories, but the first
aims to infringe them, while the second cannot exist without them. Thus, the
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arts are sorted (among other criteria) by the human senses: sight, hearing,

touch, smell, taste. Yet, at the same time, there are no strict limits between

these; actually, there are areas wherein different sensory perceptions mingle
and more than one feeling consequently appears. The effect can be intense,

pleasant, and sometimes unbearably stunning (or occasionally nasty!)1. One of
the most common of the combinations is when the visual and acoustic

perceptions are mixed. It is well-known that sight is the dominant human sense
and all sorts of external impulses are often ‘translated’ into, or associated with,
visual sensations, for instance, in synaesthesia.

Below there are two versions of a static–dynamic relationship in

sculpture. I mentioned this example in a previous book (Chelaru 2007: 289–
90) as revealing the difference between resting before action (Hermes) and
struggling along on mute despair (Laocoön). As in speech, the aesthetic
pleasure produced by a plastic expression is sometimes easier to understand
than any genuinely scientific demonstration would be.

Figure 1. (Left) Seated Hermes (350 B.C.), National Archaeological Museum of
Naples
Figure 2. (Right) Laocoön and His Sons (175–150 B.C.), Museo Pio-Clementino,
Vatican

1

As is indicated in the Indian Kama Sutra.
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Following these arguments, music has a large, consistent, and historical

overlap with the visual sphere, producing, among other things, a kind of
syncretic art. It is not useful to refer to this syncretism in depth here, first

because it is a huge subject, and second because it has been already thoroughly

investigated elsewhere. A more interesting field of investigation which has

been only sporadically approached and unjustly underestimated, is the

existence, and particularly the importance, of sight in music in two respects: a)
the real view, or material presence, of performers during the musical act, and
b) the virtual image of the music as a psychological impact of music upon the
listener’s feelings.

Seeing music at the opera
To begin with, we propose a comparison of two performing versions of the aria
“Una furtiva lagrima” from the second act of Donizetti’s Elisir d’amore. These

performances by Luciano Pavarotti and Rolando Villazón (see Figure 3) are
considered among the best ever.

Figure 3. Luciano Pavarotti and Rolando Villazón, performing the aria “Una
furtiva lagrima”

The lyrics to the aria, sung by the opera’s character Nemorino, are as follows:
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Una furtiva lagrima
negli occhi suoi spuntò:
Quelle festose giovani
invidiar sembrò.
Che più cercando io vo?
Che più cercando io vo?
M'ama! Sì, m'ama, lo vedo. Lo vedo.
Un solo instante i palpiti
del suo bel cor sentir!
I miei sospir, confondere
per poco a' suoi sospir!
I palpiti, i palpiti sentir,
confondere i miei coi suoi sospir...
Cielo! Si può morir!
Di più non chiedo, non chiedo.
Ah, cielo! Si può! Si, può morir!
Di più non chiedo, non chiedo.
Si può morire! Si può morir d'amor.

A single secret tear
from her eye did spring:
as if she envied all the youths
that laughingly passed her by.
What more searching need I do?
What more searching need I do?
She loves me! Yes, she loves me, I see it. I see it.
For just an instant the beating
of her beautiful heart I could feel!
As if my sighs were hers,
and her sighs were mine!
The beating, the beating of her heart I could feel,
to merge my sighs with hers...
Heavens! Yes, I could die!
I could ask for nothing more, nothing more.
Oh, heavens! Yes, I could, I could die!
I could ask for nothing more, nothing more.
Yes, I could die! Yes, I could die of love.

As is well-known, Nemorino is a young Italian peasant—immature, shy, clumsy,
and deeply in love with Adina. If we only listen to recordings of the two
versions, the more spectacular one is, of course, that of Pavarotti. In this case,

the auditors’ attention goes exclusively towards the music: the melody, vocal

virtuosity, sound colour, tempo, etc. The meaning of the lyrics and the dramatic
perspective are of lesser interest or may even be completely ignored by the
listener.

Figure 4. Pavarotti’s facial expressions in the aria “Una furtiva lagrima”
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In contrast, when we watch the complete, or syncretic, performance

comprising both sound and image, our perception becomes more complex and
subtle. The spectators notice many details and the visual part becomes more

and more perceptible, engaging the auditor’s attention. In some cases, the
subtleties of the visual performance may be so entrancing that the music
receives additional attributes, in many cases as the result of our own
imagination. In other words, under the influence of the actors’ appearance,

stage movements, and all other visual elements, the spectator becomes much

more impressed and inclined to increase his enthusiasm for—or disapproval
of—the performance. This is one of the reasons why opera managers tend to
prefer the best-looking good singers to merely the best singers nowadays!

Figure 5. Villazón’s facial expressions and gestures in “Una furtiva lagrima”

There are a few more characteristics of operatic performances to which

we would like to draw attention. Generally speaking, the audience’s perception
of an operatic character depends (among others) on the opera house ambiance,

the director’s vision, costumes, lights, and scenery, and less—or even not a
bit!—on the performer’s acting. The situation changes considerably when we
watch a TV show or a movie. In these cases, acting, gestures, and makeup

38

become more important in shaping the spectator’s attitude towards the
character. Nowadays in opera productions, visual and auditory perceptions are

often mixed, therefore the singers and all the opera staff take great care with
all of the details—both theatrical and musical—of a performance.

From this perspective, we argue that Villazón’s performance becomes more

appropriate, meaningful, and relevant than Pavarotti’s for the following
reasons:










The costume, and particularly the use of a seemingly unimportant
accessory—the jacket, upon which he discharges all his struggles from
happiness and hope, to mistrust and suffering—as an important part of the
scene.
The artist is actively aware of the power of his gaze; his eyes suggest many
layers of meaning, thereby increasing the emotional impact of the music he
sings.2

He adapts his acting to the well-known portrait of the character by
incorporating a stereotypically ‘teenage’ gait, kneading the jacket with his
hands, frequently turning his suppliant and restless gaze to Adina’s door,
and using quickly-changing, eloquent, and conflicting facial expressions:
Could it be possible? What did I do wrong? May I hope?

For an example, see his gestures as the aria begins: A single secret tear from
her eye did spring…What more searching need I do? With his hands hidden
under the jacket no further gestures are necessary. You do not need to
understand the entire meaning of the words, because the face and the body
language are eloquent in themselves!
As the aria continues with ‘M'ama! Sì, m'ama, lo vedo! [She loves me! Yes, she
loves me, I see it!]’, note the change of his expression as well as of scene
position and expression: joy, certainty, ecstasy!

The visual components of Villazón’s performance continue to flow very quickly
until the end, when, he remains unmoved by the storm of applause and cheers

for several minutes, continuing to remain in character as Nemorino as if he

wouldn't like to turn back into himself. Then, he gestures to the conductor for
an encore. The second performance happens with the same freshness,

innocence, and perfect vocal technique as the first one; only a few beads of
sweat indicate the considerable effort!

I did not have the chance to attend a live performance; however, I’m convinced that the power
of his gaze persists in spite of the distance between the stage and the audience.
2
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The above description refers to the 1980 version of Elisir d’amore at the

Vienna Opera House directed by Otto Schenk. This particular aria is the most

successful moment in the entire opera, since it is the only encore the audience
asked for. We are certain that Villazón’s singing and theatrical evolution it
represents impressed them deeply and provoked their enthusiasm.

Speaking of opera, it is apparent that the visual–auditory relationship

becomes ever more relevant. The subordination of the sound to the image
explains both the existence of opera and its great success; however, the remark
remains valid concerning ballet and, even more, film.

What about non-theatrical genres of music?

One further exciting question could be: How may we judge the impact of the

visual on non-theatrical genres for voices and instruments/orchestra? The

answer is nuanced. In the Lied, the performer traditionally does not move, so

the poetic meanings perceived by the audience are derived from gestures and
above all, from acting and facial expressions. Eloquent examples would be

Jessye Norman (see Figure 6) or Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau (see Figure 7), both
of whom sing Schubert’s Erlkönig. Even without knowing the meaning of
Goethe’s poetry, the artists’ expressions are revealing!

Figure 6. Jessye Norman performing “Erlkönig”
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Mein Sohn, was birgst du so bang
dein Gesicht?
“My son, why do you hide your
face in fear?”
Siehst Vater, du den Erlkönig
nicht?
Den Erlenkönig mit Kron' und
Schweif?

“Father, do you not see the
Elfking?
The Elfking with crown and cape?”

Mein Sohn, es ist ein Nebelstreif
“My son, it's a streak of fog.”

Du liebes Kind, komm, geh mit
mir!
Gar schöne Spiele spiel' ich mit dir

“You dear child, come, go with me!
(Very) beautiful games I play with
you;”

Figure 7. Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau performing Erlkönig
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Sacred music, however, is less visual. Even when the emotion is

climactic, it is produced by music itself. In Verdi’s Messa da requiem for
example, the most thrilling moments—the Dies irae, Tuba mirum or Libera
me—are generated by the dynamics, tempo, orchestration, melody, harmony,
i.e. by the musical discourse. In contrast, the visual context is impressive only

through the multitude of performers. We find a similar situation in many
monumental vocal-symphonic works such as Mahler’s symphonies, Berlioz’

Romeo and Juliet and La Damnation de Faust, etc., where the visual impression
stays mainly in the audience’s mind.

Figure 8. Symphony No. 8 by Gustav Mahler in Ljubljana, July 2011

In such an avalanche of performers as we see in Figure 8, it is both quite
impossible and unnecessary for the audience to watch the expressions and

gestures of individuals! The composer’s goal is monumentality and solemnity
increased by both sound and image.

Speaking of sacred music, we have to note the importance of the

acoustic space where the music is performed. All music is related—more or
less—to the place where it is performed. In a church, for example, people listen

to music with more excitement than anywhere else; in fact, they are listening to
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music as a proper language of religious feelings. Generally speaking, the
concert hall or opera house offers a better auditory experience and more
strength of feeling than listening at home in one’s robe and slippers.

… or instrumental music?

Another disputed territory I the relationship of the visual and the aural could

be instrumental music. In the Romantic Era, composers implemented specific

methods to “view” the sound by stimulation and manipulation of the visual

imagination through programmatic music. There are also less “visual” styles of

music, many of which seem to feature repetition, like the Indian raga,
Romanian doina, or minimalist works—e.g., Ligeti’s Symphonic Poem for 100
Metronomes.

Figure 9. Performance set-up for György Ligeti, Symphonic Poem for 100
metronomes

As we come to the end of our discussion, there remain a few questions to ask,
namely: Does so-called ‘pure’ music include a necessary visual feature? Is it
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compulsory? And if so, what sort of relationship exists between the sound and
image?

Usually, the answer to the first question is a qualified yes, meaning that

the visual aspect may be necessary, but not mandatory. As we know,

sometimes at performing competitions the applicants play behind a curtain,
partly to eliminate visual disturbances and partly to emphasise the importance

of technical requirements. However, in practice, ‘audio-viewing’ unequivocally

demonstrates that in a public performance gestures, acting, and even clothing
play an undeniable role in the communication between the performer and the
spectator, both in pure instrumental music and also in syncretic genres.

A special issue from this point of view is the violinist Nigel Kennedy.

There are greatly differing reactions towards the British performer’s musical

appearances: from sincere enthusiasm to sincere resentment! Beyond any
excesses, we find some reasonable arguments in support of his unorthodox

performing style, for instance, in Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons (see Figure 10).
Many years ago a journalist asked him: ‘What do you think the classical music

has to offer for kids nowadays?’ Kennedy answered: ‘I think it’s like got

something to offer to anyone who wants to listen more than Clayderman or
Jason Donovan!’3

Figure10. Nigel Kennedy performing Vivaldi

Beyond bravery or defiance, this is, we think, the starting point for

judging the Kennedy phenomenon. Kennedy confronts two opposing musical

genres: entertainment and classical. At the same time, he targets a specific kind
Interview with Nigel Kennedy, ‘Nigel Kennedy The 4 Seasons Full’, YouTube video, 27
September 2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4JbK7k-rZ5E
3
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of audience: young and relatively uneducated. For them, he combines the
appearance of a punk artist and a kind of Gaelic céilí or ceilidh (kerli) dance
with Baroque music in his violin technique. The result is, we have to admit,

shocking and spectacular at the same time—shocking for classical music lovers,
spectacular for youngsters. Even odder are some of John Cage’s ‘compositions’

such as 4’33” and 0’00”, where seeing almost replaces hearing! It is some sort of

‘silent music’. The American composer explains his gesture by saying that ‘any
sounds may constitute music’! We don’t blame those who consider this
explanation insufficient.

The visual in chamber music
The experiments and excesses do not end here, of course. At the same time, we

argue that ‘musical sight’ does exist and is improving the audience experience

of music even in the apparently neutral zone of non-programmatic chamber or
symphonic repertoire. We choose to support this with a relevant example:

Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet as performed by the Voces Quartet together with the
Hungarian clarinettist Kálmán Berkes. The recording was made in February
2006 in the Iași Philharmonic Concert Hall (now closed), at a musical rehearsal
without an audience.

First of all, we should note that the Voces musicians and Berkes had

known of each other for a while before this, but that they had not played

together before. At the same time, everyone involved knew his own part

perfectly: the recording was not interrupted or processed in any way even
though they had not rehearsed together for the occasion. It was an

unscheduled jam! The result? An exquisite, uninterrupted musical discourse,

with no technical faults, perfect stylistic harmony, and an excellent musical

sight! Unfortunately—or rather not!—the cameraman was an amateur and the
visual recording’s technical construction is weak. For instance, there are

numerous moments when the clarinettist is not playing, but we see him in

foreground. These are, above all, the moments when the sight of music is most
relevant. Although he is sitting and listening, the musician is obviously

connected to the sound: witness how his expression, gestures, and movements
follow the music played by the others (see Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Kálmán Berkes, connected to the strings’ musical discourse

Of course, movements, gestures, and expressions are spontaneous and

unrepeatable, depending as they do on the artist’s disposition, empathy
between the artists, their experience, the musical style they perform, etc.
Everyone in this performance is psychologically and musically connected to, or

‘in tune’ with, everyone else and the visual impression is one of artistic
comfort! Watching them playing is like seeing the movement of music itself,

and not some individuals trying to translate musical notation into sound. The

musical discourse (see Examples 1 and 2) passes from one instrument to

another in a manner so natural, so Mozartian, that you can't help thinking: it is
so easy to play Mozart!

Example 1. Mozart, Clarinet Quintet, KV 581, 1st movement, bars 25–32

Example 2. Mozart, Clarinet Quintet, KV 581, 1st movement, bars 17-20.
Uninterrupted discourse between the strings and the clarinet
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Figure12. The artists completely involved in the musical discourse

Conclusions
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The conclusions of this essay lead to the main argument. First, music is often

influenced by sight—much more so than we often think. Second: Even the

‘pure’ musical genres—non-syncretic and non-programmatic—may have an
important visual part. Third: In the overwhelming majority of cases, the

phenomenon of Musical Sight is created by the performer and scarcely ever by

the composer (as might be in the case of a composer’s synaesthesia). Therefore,
the performer’s role is beyond that of the mere executor. He or she is recomposing again and again every time he or she performs a piece of music.
Last, but not least: Incorporating visual cues in music is one of the most
effective ways of having an impact (positive or negative) on the listener!
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Appendix: Franz Schubert, text of “Erlkönig”, D. 328

German text

Romanian translation

English translation

Mein Sohn, was birgst du so
bang dein Gesicht?
— Siehst Vater, du den
Erlkönig nicht?
— Den Erlenkönig mit Kron'
und Schweif?
Mein Sohn, es ist ein
Nebelstreif

- Obrazul, copile, de ce ţi-l
fereşti?
- O, tată, pe-al ielelor rege-l
zăreşti?
Tu nu-i vezi cununa şi coada
de drac?
- Sunt neguri copile, ce-n vânt
se desfac.

"My son, why do you hide
your face in fear?"
"Father, do you not see the
Elfking?
The Elfking with crown and
cape?"
"My son, it's a streak of fog."

Mein Vater, mein Vater, und
hörest du nicht
Was Erlenkönig mir leise
verspricht?
— Sei ruhig, bleibe ruhig,
mein Kind;
— In dürren Blättern säuselt
der Wind.

- O, tată, o, tată, chiar el mi-a
şoptit,
Al ielelor rege mi-a făgăduit...
- Te-alină, copile, ascultă-mi
cuvântul,
Prin frunze uscate doar
freamătă vântul!

"My father, my father, and
hearest you not,
What the Elfking quietly
promises me?"
"Be calm, stay calm, my child;
Through scrawny leaves the
wind is sighing."

Wer reitet so spät durch
Nacht und Wind?
Es ist der Vater mit seinem
Kind
Er hat den Knaben wohl in
dem Arm,
Er fasst ihn sicher, er hält ihn
warm.

— "Du liebes Kind, komm, geh
mit mir!
— Gar schöne Spiele spiel' ich
mit dir
— Manch bunte Blumen sind
an dem Strand,
— Meine Mutter hat manch
gülden Gewand."

"Willst, feiner Knabe, du mit
mir gehn?
Meine Töchter sollen dich
warten schön;
Meine Töchter führen den
nächtlichen Reihn
Und wiegen und tanzen und
singen dich ein."

Dar cine goneşte prin noapte
şi vânt?
Un tată călare cu fiul plăpând.
În braţe îşi ţine copilul
cuprins
Şi braţul se strânge mai cald,
într-adins.

Who rides, so late, through
night and wind?
It is the father with his child.
He has the boy well in his arm
He holds him safely, he keeps
him warm

"O, dragă băiete, cu mine nu
vii?
În jocuri voioase juca-vom
zglobii!
Flori 9multe, pestriţe, se-nşiră
pe plaur,
Iar maică-mea are veşminte
de aur!"

You dear child, come, go with
me!
(Very) beautiful games I play
with you;
many a colourful flower is on
the beach,
My mother has many a golden
robe."

"Vrei, dragă băiete, cu mine să
vii?
Fecioarele mele cu drag te-or
sluji,
Fecioarele mele în noapte-or
cânta,
În dansuri şi jocuri te vor
legăna!"

"Do you, fine boy, want to go
with me?
My daughters shall wait on
you finely;
My daughters lead the nightly
dance,
And rock and dance and sing
to bring you in.
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German text

Romanian translation

English translation

— "Ich liebe dich, mich reizt
deine schöne Gestalt;
— Und bist du nicht willig, so
brauch' ich Gewalt."
Mein Vater, mein Vater, jetzt
fasst er mich an!
Erlkönig hat mir ein Leids
getan! —

"Îmi placi, chipul tău mă
aţâţă... Ehei!
Te-oi lua dar cu sila, chiar
dacă nu vrei!"
- O, tată, acuma mă strângenzecit,
Al ielelor rege nespus m-a
rănit!

"I love you, your beautiful
form entices me;
And if you're not willing, then
I will use force."
"My father, my father, he's
touching me now!
The Elfking has done me
harm!"

— Mein Vater, mein Vater,
und siehst du nicht dort
— Erlkönigs Töchter am
düstern Ort? —
Mein Sohn, mein Sohn, ich seh
es genau:
Es scheinen die alten Weiden
so grau

Dem Vater grauset's, er reitet
geschwind
Er hält in den Armen das
ächzende Kind
Erreicht den Hof mit Mühe
und Not
In seinen Armen das Kind war
tot.

- O, tată, în preajmă-ţi să vezi
tu nu ştii?
Sunt iele, crăiese, pe plaiuri
pustii.
- Iubite copile, privesc în
zadar,
Sunt surele sălcii, cu frunzetul
rar

Părintele-n tremuri se-ntrece
gonind,
Mai strâns prinde-n braţe
copilul gemând;
Ajunge acasă de trudă învins,
În braţele sale copilul s-a
stins.

"My father, my father, and
don't you see there
The Elfking's daughters in the
gloomy place?"
"My son, my son, I see it
clearly:
There shimmer the old
willows so grey."

It horrifies the father; he
swiftly rides on,
He holds the moaning child in
his arms,
Reaches the farm with great
difficulty;
In his arms, the child was
dead.
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EWA KOWALSKA-ZAJĄC
Music for Eyes and Imagination: The Music Graphics Genre

Abstract
To a much larger extent than other forms of notation or genres, music
graphics was the outcome of particular historical factors and stylistic changes
occurring at the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century not only
in music but also in the wider culture. The process which led to the
development of this notational form was a common tendency of that time to
achieve bigger mobility of modes of expression, both in visual arts (Calder,
Pollock) and in music (Brown, Logothetis), as well as to leave more room for
indeterminacy in notation and to allow quick, nearly telegraphic manner of
notating musical ideas.
The genre has been presented both as the last stage in the process of
changes which took place in the field of musical notation and as a consequence
of inter-media trends existing in twentieth-century art. They led to the
development of other than music graphics manifestations of border-crossing
between various arts—concrete poetry or instrumental theatre. The author
concentrates on the terminological, stylistic, notational and formal problems,
exploring the setting of music graphics among other phenomena concurrent in
music and fine arts of the second half of the twentieth century.
The genre of music graphics is presented in this text as a tool of
communication, the essence of which constitutes a performer’s search for sonic
equivalents to visual phenomena. Therefore, I thoroughly discuss the processes
ongoing during the realisation of such forms of notation. I have also analysed
the visual layers of graphic scores and references made by composers to the
specific stylistics and visual language of other contemporary artists. In the
music graphics by Haubenstock-Ramati, one can find references to the collage
technique employing the means of pop art and to its Dadaist origins with
surprising combinations of different elements in terms of graphics. In these
works, one may also notice stylistic references to particular artists, for example,
Kandinsky, and especially to his ‘architectural’ period (1920–1924) when he
used simple geometrical forms in his art: points, groups of straight and broken
lines, circles, ellipses, triangles and squares.
The outcome of the analysis of the genre is an attempt to determine the
qualities defining the essence of music graphics and to distinguish graphic
scores from other forms of musical notation using graphic elements. This will
allow us to determine the place and role of music graphics as an ongoing
process in the structure of twentieth-century music notation.
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Origins
To a much larger extent than other forms of notation or genres, music graphics

was the outcome of particular historical factors and stylistic changes occurring

at the beginning of the second half of the 20th century not only in music but also
in the wider culture. The particular Zeitgeist that led to its appearance, along
with a then fairly common tendency towards greater mobility of modes of
expression both in fine arts (Calder, Pollock) and in music (Brown, Logothetis),

caused artists to keep searching for notational forms that would allow them

more flexibility in terms of how contents were presented1, provide a larger
margin of indeterminacy, and enable a fast, nearly shorthand notation of
musical ideas.

The appearance of music graphics as a genre was also a reaction to the

appearance of new compositional techniques at the beginning of the second
half of the 20th century, consisting mainly in the expansion of sound materials
that stretched the range of textural solutions and in the relatively common use

of indeterminacy in various aspects of a musical work.2 ‘At some point a rapid,

expansive and multifaceted development of musical phenomena resulted in the
situation when the existing traditional notation ceased to meet the needs, it

simply became—due to its inaccuracy relative to the phenomena it was

supposed to depict—an obstacle, difficulty, a tool frequently alien to the tasks

it was intended for’, wrote Wojciech Michniewski in his article on music
graphics (1977: 135).

The tasks assigned to a new form of notation were defined by

particular artists in an even more detailed manner. With the help of music

graphics, Anestis Logothetis attempted to find methods of specifying additional
sound parameters such as ‘the positioning of sound in space, timber that can

‘And if notation is supposed to take into account their [performers’ – note by EK-Z] creative
cooperation, the composer must abandon absolute perfectionism and precision; to put it in other
words – architect’s drawing, anticipating each tiniest structural detail of the whole, must be
replaced with a quasi-handwritten, sketch-like, artistic, free drawing, leaving a lot to be guessed,
to be completed in the most creative possible manner. Graphics in musical notation makes the
equivalent of such a drawing’ (Schaeffer 1969: 108).
2 Bogusław Schaeffer stresses that ‘new notational solutions should appear only in the situations
when they are indispensable: new notation definitely should not be endorsed, as it is only a tool
(...) and separated from its functional character, it assumes the qualities of some oddity that has
little to do with music’ (Schaeffer 1969: 104).
1
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attain the quality of noise, and the homogenized flow of sound masses’ which
demanded that the composer apply a ‘more flexible and polymorphic’ system
of notation (Baveli and Georgaki 2008: 1).

Graphics, therefore, catered for artists’ needs emerging at the time; still,

they were not a perfect means of communication, since as early as 1968—less

than two decades after the appearance of the first graphic work—John Evarts’s
opinion about this form of notation was highly ambiguous. ‘The new notation
has aroused much dissent and opposition as well as support. Exhibitions have

been given of “graphic scores”, numerous analytical articles have been written;
publishers protest because of the greatly increased cost in beginning from
scratch for each score; there is no standardization of indications for special
effects; conductors and performers find the 'realization' of the scores

extremely difficult and time-consuming’ (Evarts 1968: 405). What should be
added to Evarts’s otherwise-justified remarks are the common concerns of

composers about the quality of the realisations of their graphic works,

resulting from a widespread tendency among musicians to use mainly clichés
that were already known from the previously performed repertory.3

The aforementioned Zeitgeist was also apparent in the visual layers of

notation where composers made clear references to the particular stylistic and

visual languages of their rough contemporaries in the visual arts: for example

Earle Brown to Piet Mondrian, Roman Haubenstock-Ramati to Wassily
Kandinsky, or John Cage to Joan Miró. The topicality of the subjects discussed

and associations with contemporary times are also noticeable in the collage
graphics of Haubenstock-Ramati, which draw on pop art convention
manifested in the use of motifs derived from the surrounding world such as

maps or fragments of city street plans, cuttings from newspaper articles,
advertisements, or single letters of different typefaces.

This can be confirmed, for instance, by Cage’s comment on Brown’s piece entitled December
1952 as quoted by the composer (Brown 2008: 7): ‘Ah, you’re just going to find that everybody
will play their own clichés’. Or a statement by Roman Haubenstock-Ramati: ‘I also affirm it as
something new since in principle, if a minimum of good taste is present, I affirm and support all
that is new in every art. I do feel that, at least as things now stand, the subject of musical graphics
is taken too lightly and accepted too directly from the cliché – like ideas that we owe to the
development of our eye-ear relationship. It is produced somewhat too easily’ (HaubenstockRamati and Freeman 1965: 41)
3
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The fine arts, and especially painting as represented by artists of the

New York School, were clearly a source of inspiration for Earle Brown (2002: 5)
not only for the visual aspect of music graphics, but also for the underpinning
idea of graphical representation.4 Similar origins were shared by the graphic

inspirations of Roman Haubenstock-Ramati, for whom two phenomena turned
out to be particularly stimulating: kinetic art, as represented by extremely

attractive mobiles of Alexander Calder, and action painting by Jackson Pollock,
both of which thrived at the beginning of the second half of the 20 th century.

Music graphics, as a musical genre, should therefore be perceived as the

final stage in a dynamic process of change that was ongoing over the previous
century in the field of notation, and also as the climax of a long-term process of
mutual influence between the visual arts and music. It also makes a clear

reference to the richly ornamented 15th- and 16th-century trend of ‘eye music’

(Augenmusik) by employing elaborate notational symbols (Smith and Smith
1981: 76) and also appeared later in the twentieth century, e.g., in George

Crumb’s output. Music graphics, however, lost Augenmusik’s quality of the
symbolic conveyance of content, and the only elements shared by both the
music graphics genre and ‘eye music’ notation are their decorativeness and

visual attractiveness. Thanks to these widespread connections to visual art and

artists, music graphics used to be frequently displayed at exhibitions, the first

of which was opened by Haubenstock-Ramati as early as 1959 in
Donaueschingen.5

Attempted definitions:

See Brown 2002: 5: ‘My primary esthetic influences were the spontaneity, direct contact, the
“now-ness” and the in-the-moment immediacy of the Abstract Expressionist painters, especially
the “improvisation” techniques of Jackson Pollock and the subtle coloristic effects of Philip
Guston and Bill de Kooning.’ Other important influences on Brown were the mobiles of
Alexander Calder, the collage techniques of Robert Rauschenberg, and—from his early years
playing jazz trumpet—the spacious, energetic big-band sound of Stan Kenton.
5 ‘I am affirming the existence of certain types of musical graphics. For this reason, I organized
the first exhibition of this music at Donaueschingen in 1959’ (Haubenstock-Ramati and Freeman
1965: 41). See also John Evarts: ‘The firm of Universal Editions of Vienna, in 1959, put together
an exhibit of these graphic notations, which moved from festival to festival of contemporary
music and was also shown at a Congress of the International Music Council UNESCO House in
Paris in 1960’ (Evarts 1968: 410).
4
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Music graphics (also known as Sound pictures) is an inter-media genre
just like concrete (visual) poetry or instrumental theatre. Its essence
consists in a peculiar asymmetry between the media, with the graphical

factors appearing to predominate. 6 The proof of the apparent
dominance of the visual aspect can be demonstrated by the very fact

that few people interested in music are able to recreate in their




memory the sound idiom of Brown’s or Logothetis’s compositions,
whereas nearly all can easily remember images of them.

In music graphics, one can observe a combination of techniques

associated with fine arts and music, the consequence of which is the
presence of mixed aesthetic and semantic aspects.

The basic difference between graphics and other forms of notation (e.g.,

conventional notation) lies in the fact that it is a drawing—not a system
of signs resembling an alphabet (Gieseler 1978: 27; Ligeti 1965: 36).
Drawing cannot be interpreted in an explicit manner (Smith and Smith
1981: 81) and is not subject to the prospect of transcription into a
different system of signs. This forms the basis for Walter Gieseler’s

distinction between graphic notation (graphische Notation), music
graphics (musikalische Graphik), and the domain of mixed forms
(Mischformen), among which he counted works containing both graphic

signs and drawing.7 One key aspect that might confirm a work’s
affiliation to the field of graphic notation is the presence of a legend


wherein the composer explains how particular graphical elements
should be interpreted.

Music graphics sanctions the abandonment of traditional time and pitch
mapping as well as the sequential presentation of successive musical

See Evarts: ‘There has been a kind of revolution in the notation of some contemporary music,
whose fantasy at times seems to exceed the extravagances of the music itself. Composers have
created their own private, individual way of notating their thoughts. New musical languages,
divorced entirely from those of the past, have been created. Perhaps within a few years these
picturesque squiggles, graphs and fantasies will be considerably more admired for their visual
appeal and content than for what they were intended to communicate: the music itself’ (Evarts
1968: 407).
7 ‘Notationen sind Systeme von Zeichen, musikalische Graphik aber ist Zeichung, Bild [Notational
systems are systems of signs, but music graphics are drawings, pictures]’ (Gieseler 1978: 27).
6
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events and gives more freedom and flexibility in terms of conveying
musical ideas.8

It is sketch-like in character and differs from other forms of notation in

its conceptual nature; it is close to ‘verbal scores’ and ‘event scores’
(Kotz 2001: 57).

Works and artists

The icon of the genre and the composition considered by the subject literature

to be the first music graphics score is undoubtedly December 1952 by Earle

Brown.9 The composer was directly inspired by an idea that had already
crystallised in his mind during his stay in Boston in 1948 and 1949, that

consisted of creating a musical equivalent of the ideas realised in the visual arts

at the time by Calder and Pollock. What Brown found particularly interesting
was Pollock’s innovative activity known as action painting, wherein the mere

process of creating a work, understood as involving the dramatisation of the
activities leading to the emergence of a painting, was more important than the

final outcome. After 1950, during his stay in Denver, Brown made some

attempts to paint applying the technique created by Pollock (Brown 2008: 2). At
the time, he also tried to introduce into the compositions directly preceding the

Folio cycle an idea of mobility combined with the strict mathematical rules of
Joseph Schillinger’s compositional technique.

Thus Logothetis writes: ‘Traditional notation is divided into systems and is read from left to
right, like books. But since sound does not behave in the way written word does, we could think
about using pictorial notation to represent musical events. ... because musical time doesn’t follow
any direction, let alone the conventional left to right writing found in literary forms’ (Logothetis
1973: 3,9). Cf. Baveli and Georgaki: ‘What fundamentally differentiates graphic notation from
traditional notation is the aforementioned polymorphism, which clearly enables all performers
to retain their subjective reaction times’ (2008: 2).
9 ‘But without that score, I would not have, number one, been invited to lecture on notation in
Darmstadt, nor would they have performed it in Darmstadt. I hesitate to think that this is
because of the power of the printed image. But nevertheless, rehearsing, and in introducing
performers to making a performance of December 1952, the first rehearsals especially, the first
hours, I can point out to them exactly the kind of sound, the kind of frequency, the way in which
they approach the piece, and we begin very slowly by putting one note before another. After one
hour or two hours, the performers become flexible, they begin to understand it; and I will say
that after three hours – which is to say into the second three-hour rehearsal the performers can
almost visualize what is in front them, and they do not have to literally read it, although what
they play is directly relevant from their experience of rehearsing and doing it.’ (Brown 2008: 11)
8
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On numerous occasions Brown has stressed that the idea of composing

December 1952 as a ‘mobile’ work, comprising the potential of different

realisations and interpretations, emerged as a consequence of his experience of
kinetic sculptures by Alexander Calder.10 That is where the initial idea of

writing a spatial score came from (Brown 2008: 3). The score would be a sort of

a three-dimensional installation wherein its elements could be moved at
different speeds with the help of an engine—similar to some works by Calder.
A performer’s task would be to copy spontaneously the movement of these
elements shifting horizontally or vertically in the form of certain sound

structures.11 However, the idea of a mobile, spatial installation as it was

initially planned was not implemented by the composer, and a twodimensional picture constituting the score of December 1952 can be perceived
as one of numerous stages in the work’s life.12

The article on December 1952 (Brown 2008), which is a transcript of a

statement by the composer recorded by Brian Joneson 27 November 1970,

reveals yet another secret of the composition: the commonly-known and
frequently reproduced one-page score of December 1952, that makes it almost
an icon of indeterminacy, is an effect of the artist employing a compositional

strategy close to that used by Cage, even though otherwise the composers’

attitudes towards mobility were fundamentally different. Applying chance
operations to define the sound material was, in Cage’s view, a method for
avoiding routine and the performer’s use of clichés, itself a consequence of

giving them a free hand in the realization of graphically notated material (like

in Brown’s December 1952). In Brown’s December 1952, these approaches
Brown was fascinated not only with the idea of mobility itself as realised by Alexander Calder
in his mobile sculptures, but also with his specific works. ‘In Calder piece (1966) for four
percussionists, Brown had the idea that one of Calder's mobiles could act as a ‘conductor’. Calder
himself produced a specific mobile for his piece, which also uses a battery percussion
instrument’ (Hitchcock 2002: 5). See also: http://www.earle-brown.org/works/view/33
11 The idea of a three-dimensional, spatial score appears also in other artists like Marc
Berghaus—sculptor, sound artist and performer, who employs an additional quality (depth) to
complicate the process of creation, assigning it to different aspects of a piece: dynamics, colour,
expression, spatiality of sound (Berghaus 2011: 7).
12 In his article ‘On December 1952’, Brown mentions a later realisation of his initial plan to
create a mobile installation which made a prototype for this composition: ‘Much later a student
of mine named Joe Jones—better known as "Brooklyn" Joe Jones—realized some of these
sketches. He had a greater tendency to buy motors and objects and to create some of these
conceptions that I had in 1950–52’ (2008: 3).
10
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merged. While creating the score of this composition, Brown generated a table

of random numbers that were used for determining the length and thickness of

particular lines, as well as their linear or vertical location in the score. Their
realisation made it possible for a musician to achieve flexibility and mobility in
the performance.

Graphics as a tool of communication
December 1952 is a composition intended for one or more instruments and

‘sound-producing’ media. Together with October 1952 and November 1952

(‘Synergy’), it makes up the Folio cycle 13 , whose visual layers—stark,
Mondrian-like in style14—provide the performer with a lot of freedom in
shaping the development of the piece, yet narrow down the spectrum of

possible solutions (mostly textural ones) to a certain category. Brown’s (1954)
introduction to the cycle reads:

The composition may be performed in any direction from any

point in the defined space for any length of time and may be

performed from any of the four rotational positions in any
sequence. In a performance utilizing only three dimensions as
active (vertical, horizontal, and time), the thickness of the event

indicates the relative intensity and/or (where applicable)

instrumentally clusters. Where all four dimensions are active,
the relative thickness and length of events are functions of their

conceptual position on a plane perpendicular to the vertical and

horizontal plane of the score. In the latter case all of the

characteristics of sound and their relationships to each other
are subject to continual transformation and modification. It is

primarily intended that performance be made directly from this
graphic “implication” (one for each performer) and that no

further preliminary defining of the events, other than an
agreement as to total performance time, take place. Further

Published as Folio and 4 Systems, for variable instrumentation 1952–54, Associated Music
Publishers, Inc.
14 In a tribute article to the composer, published after his death in the autumn of 2002 in The
Musical Times, the piece December 1952 was described as ‘an elegant arrangement of
Modrianesque rectangles’ (Hitchcock 2002: 5).
13

defining of the event is not prohibited however, provided that
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the imposed determinate-system is implicit in the score and in
these notes.

For Brown as a composer, trumpeter and jazz musician, the object of his
particular interest became the very process of performing the piece, enabling

performers—for whom notation provided only a stimulus—to co-operate in a
creative way. The main objective of the composer was ‘to create a score, [to]
put something together that would provoke performers to work together and
to react to their own poetics, their instantaneous communication with

themselves and with the people around them’ (Brown 2008: 7). Meanwhile, for
Haubenstock-Ramati, graphics was first and foremost ‘a kind of agitation, [a]
stimulation, a provocation to improvisation that has again brought to life in our

time something musically true and unique’ (Haubenstock-Ramati and Freeman
1965: 41).

Likewise, for Anestis Logothetis the main reason for notational

experiments was striving for more freedom, flexibility, and polymorphism of
performance. However, unlike other artists occupied with the music graphics

genre, he made an effort to codify the graphic elements used in his
compositions and to make out of them a sort of a notational system allowing
him to convey more unambiguous musical ideas in terms of pitch, dynamics,

and texture. He presented his concept in a commentary on graphic works
published by Edition Modern (Logothetis, undated), wherein he clearly
expressed his endeavour to strike a balance between the freedom of
interpretation and the explicitness of the conveyed content by distinguishing
three categories of symbols:

1. Action symbols (drawings consisting of lines and points used as graphic
manifestations of musical action).

2. Associative symbols (associative symbols employing pictographic
notation to determine dynamic levels, changes in articulation, and
sound timbre).
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3. Note symbols (non-standard pitch notation using combinations of lines
and notes).15

Although we are here faced with a notational proposal involving

different categories (graphics, pictographic symbols, and pitch notation

modelled after the traditional one with staves), the composer manages to
create original and very evocative scores thanks to the clear idiomatic nature
of the visual layers. And it is true that the graphic compositions of Logothetis

are commonly recognised as examples of music graphics, but the system of

signs and symbols was created by the composer to express his intentions fairly
explicitly and implies that it functions in a systematic manner as is also typical

of traditional notation. The term ‘graphic notation’, as applied by Logothetis,

signifies the endeavour to create a system of signs alternative to that of

traditional notation which could be used for conveying musical ideas of largescale indeterminacy (‘polymorphic’ character) and of a pitch range that goes
beyond the sounds of definite pitch.

Those two forms of ‘graphic communication’—that is, ‘music graphics’

and ‘graphic notation’—are, on the one hand, closely linked in that they employ
drawing and visual elements to express musical ideas. On the other hand, they

generate opposing processes of transforming image into sound. In graphic
notation we have a classic sequence, similar to that of traditional notation in
which an emitter encodes a message which is then decoded by the receiver,
whereas in case of music graphics the activities of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’ are

replaced with the creative activities of the composer searching for visual
equivalents to musical ideas (corresponding to encoding) and a performer
transposing pictures to sounds (corresponding to decoding).

When realising music graphics, one can distinguish a few strategies

resulting directly from their character and creative procedures employed by
the composer. Among them a simple reproduction of the time and pitch axes

appears relatively seldom, but it is possible to apply this style in compositions
From Erklarungen zu den Graphishen Notationen by Anestis Logothetis. Available from the
digital
archive
of
the
University
of
Thessaloniki
and
accessible
at
http://invenio.lib.auth.gr/record/106408/files/arc-2008-43945.pdf
15
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where traditional space-time relations are maintained.16 For example, the
Decisions cycle (1959–61) by Roman Haubenstock-Ramati has a linear
structure wherein the horizontal line on the page not only helps to arrange the

sequence of tones in time but also makes a point of reference for determining
approximate pitches (see Example 1).

© 1980 Ariadne Verlag, Wien, reproduced by permission

Example 1. Roman Haubenstock-Ramati, Decisions

What could be regarded as one modification of this idea is found in

Frame, written for guitar by the same composer. The piece is notated on a

A similar technique of reproducing graphics with sounds—and vice versa—was applied in the
Graphovox system. See Lityagina and Naumov 1996: 64–65.
16
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rectangular plan, the graphic presentation of which bears close associations
with the instrument’s characteristics (see Example 2). By placing musical

events on a 6-line stave corresponding to the instrument’s strings, locating
them fairly approximately all over the musical space, as well as arranging them

(generally) linearly in time (though with some freedom in terms of the reading

direction), Haubenstock-Ramati’s score makes Frame one of the most
unambiguous compositions of the genre.

© 1980 Ariadne Verlag, Wien, reproduced by permission

Example 2. Roman Haubenstock-Ramati, Frame

Quite frequently, graphical notation occurs in pieces in which there is a

clear tendency for a successive presentation of musical events following each
other, yet without the traditional time and pitch depictions. In this form of

notation, one can notice reminiscences of a more traditional musical narration
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combined with a more or less intricate manner of time notation as in
Logothetis’s Odysee. This kind of music graphics often presents the score as a
map, thus connoting music as wandering or as a journey.17

Nevertheless, the most common phenomenon in terms of music

graphics is the departure not only from traditional depictions of time and pitch
but also the successive presentation of subsequent musical events. In that case

we deal with a performative space freely arranged by the composer with the

help of graphic elements in which the performer must create their own sonic
equivalents and determine the succession of musical events in real time.
Rafaelle Longo (2013: 247) uses analogies of the theater stage to describe this
space and also to recall the ‘intimate relations’ music enters into with other

arts.18 That is exactly the kind of graphics that raises the most significant
interpretational doubts stemming from the performer’s obligation to create
musical equivalents of graphic elements. In searching for analogies between

visual and sonic realms in terms of texture, dynamics, and tone-colour,
performers must strenuously avoid overly-simple or obvious associations in
order to avoid slipping into banality and cliché.

Solutions similar to those applied in the notation of time-spans can be

observed in the pitch notation. We can trace a line of development from a
simple graphic reproduction of the melodic line contour on the stave as in

Louis Andriessen’s A Flower Song II, through more abstract notation of melodic
passages that maintain time-space relations, right up to the examples of music

graphics where such relationships are abolished—Horacio Vaggione, untitled

This is sometimes controversial: ‘The score is not a map; it is a guidebook. The process (read:
“musical experience”) is more or less unpredictable, depending on the greater (Brown,
Haubenstock-Ramati) or lesser (Schuller, Lewis) ambiguity of the score’ (Hitchcock, Lewis,
Schuller, Brown, and Haubenstock-Ramati, 1963: 307). I have already mentioned the
introduction of maps and city plans fragments to music graphics in the context of graphic works
by Roman Haubenstock-Ramati; a map is also an important element of Mississippi River South of
Memphis graphics by Philip Corner (Cage 1969: 69) and The Defense of the American Continent
From the Viet-Cong Invasion by Joseph Byrd (Cage 1969: 49). The latter is also an expression of
its author’s political involvement and an example of how deeply the music graphics genre was
grounded in the reality surrounding the artists.
18 In The Semiotic Player: Notating Time in Graphic Scores (2013), Rafaelle Longo distinguishes
three ways of presenting time in the compositions of the music graphics genre: 1) Drawing time:
Descartes’ kingdom; 2) Wrong-footing time: sheets (icons) and 3) Killing the time: the annular
structure.
17
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composition—and those where texture becomes the all-important element, as
in Haubenstock-Ramati’s Kreise (1980: 125).

The conclusion drawn from the above analysis is that the music

graphics genre is a communication tool, the essence of which is a performer’s

quest for timbral equivalents of visual phenomena. If the compositional
sources it originates from are to be taken into account, music graphics’

ambiguity of message can be regarded as one of its assets. After all, composers
have at their disposal more accurate forms of notation to pass on unambiguous
content to performers and if they reach for such specific tools of

communication, their intention, as Evarts (1968: 411) wrote, is likely to inspire
a performer to create sound pictures analogous to the visual phenomena that
they have before their eyes in the form of music graphics.

As a genre, music graphics is the result of the artistic avant-garde

questioning traditional ways of composing, notating, performing, and receiving

a musical work, as well as a result of powerful inter-media trends in the first

half and the beginning of the second half of the 20 th century. It will remain a
symbol of the transference of ideas between the visual arts and music that
developed particularly intensely in the artistic output of the New York School
representatives. In John Cage’s works, we find that the very idea of a musical

piece—its identity and integrity—is challenged, while artists working in the
music graphics genre aimed to attain a certain aesthetic ideal of a poly-version
work, that was attractive in terms of timbre, texture, and form, close to the
ideas incorporated by the composer in the visual layer of the piece, and

simultaneously emphasising the contribution of performer’s imagination and
creativity. Thus, it might be justified to treat music graphics as the ultimate
stage in the development of music notation.

We are living in a time of the inevitable standardisation of musical

notation, itself a consequence of artists using the same music-editing programs,
thereby blurring the aspects that make scores different and constitute a

peculiar composer’s fingerprint as is so evident in the scores of György Ligeti,

Bogusław Schaeffer, Roman Haubenstock-Ramati, and many others. This
standardisation of notation not only streamlines the communication process,

but also limits the imagination and creativity of artists. Sylvia and Stuart Smith
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warn against this at the end of their text on Visual Music, writing, ‘this
codification process would lead to convenience, communication, and
accessibility. At the same time it would strike the death blow to the primary

function of art—the expansion of our consciousness. To standardise notation is
to standardise patterns of thought and creativity. Our present abundance of

notations is as it should be. It makes our differences so clear’ (Smith and Smith
1981: 89). And this is what we should bear in mind while trying to define the
roles and historical significance of the music graphics genre.

Translated by Elżbieta Fesnak-Przybylska
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ŞTEFAN FIRCA
Mystery of a Crowd: Audio-Visual Landscape with Tanks &
Clowns

Abstract
An audio pretext: in August 1968 the Soviets drove their tanks into
Czechoslovakia in an attempt to stop the reforms of the Prague Spring and
repress any potential counterrevolutionary action. The event is reflected in
“Czechoslovakia,” a song written and performed by Julie Driscoll, and included
in Streetnoise, a double-album that she released in 1969 in her final
collaboration with Brian Auger and the Trinity. A visual pretext: beyond the
avant-garde coloured impressionism of the song, there is the LP cover art to
Streetnoise, signed by Ralph Steadman: a grotesquely carnivalised street, with a
band of rock ‘n’ roll buffoon-musicians in the foreground and a mysterious and
indistinguishable crowd in the background.
The caricature, as well as the song, invite a contextual and allegorical
reading as illustrations of what might be called the “noise of the time” and
artifacts symptomatic of the noisy, unstable, and tense socio-political climate of
1968–69. Steadman’s street scene would thus find its equivalent in the
situationist practices of détournement—more particularly, it would be the
perfect illustration for Jefferson Airplane and Jean-Luc Godard’s rooftop
guerilla performance in New York City in 1968. In both cases, the noise of rock
music invades the congested urban street in a ludic-aggressive way. What
unifies Driscoll’s music and Steadman’s graphics is precisely this trope of noisy
invasion: noisy tanks invade a country; rock and avant-garde noise invades the
street; and this street noise, as in the violently chaotic urban vortex of a futurist
such as Umberto Boccioni or as in a riotous Bakhtinian carnival, invades,
incites, and excites the city and the urbanite’s consciousness. Furthermore,
through both its title and graphics, Streetnoise confirms the mythology of rock
music’s rebelliousness, a mythology that becomes increasingly visible in the
mid-to-late 1960s.
On the other hand, the grotesque clowns from Steadman’s cover are
clearly far away from the human faces of Dubček’s brand of socialism, and are
closer to that peculiar and dangerous creature known as the “political clown.”
In this sense, Steadman’s double grotesquerie and clownerie is reminiscent of
the Italian posters for Francesco Rosi’s political thriller, Cadaveri eccellenti
(1976). The grotesque clowns—again, an anonymous crowd at a first sight—
from Enrico Baj’s poster are the magistrates-marionettes, and in keeping with
Rosi’s pessimistic view, Baj depicts the ‘degenerations,’ ‘monsters’, and
‘monstrosities’ of power as a political circus, or masquerade. If Baj’s
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clownesque monstrosities are playing a game in the political masquerade of
power, Driscoll’s tanks and Steadman’s crowd and clowns introduce a sense of
tension and uncomfortable ambiguity in their reflection of a not-so-pretty,
grainy, noisy, and potentially violent and chaotic reality.

In August 1968 the Soviets drove their tanks into Czechoslovakia in an attempt

to stop the reforms of the Prague Spring and repress any potential
counterrevolutionary action. The event is reflected in “Czechoslovakia”, a song

written and performed by Julie Driscoll, and included in Streetnoise, a double-

album that she released in 1969 as her final collaboration with Brian Auger
and the Trinity. This is one song that stands out in an album otherwise

dominated by a somewhat conventional blend of jazz, folk, psych, and prog
rock, and it prefigures Driscoll’s more adventurous compositions of the early

1970s when she became more involved with the Canterbury fusion scene.
Adopting the manner of prog rock in order to avoid the trappings of any

number of pop songs, this 6:20-minute long song comprises four contrasting

sections and makes extensive use of avant-garde dissonance and noise. The
first section, which is the only one with drums, is in a rolling and asymmetrical

meter of 16 beats divided as 6+6+2+2, and ends abruptly with a couple of
ultra-dissonant chords on the acoustic guitar. There are no direct references to

the invasion in the lyrics at this point, although the socio-political charge is

obvious with Driscoll delivering in her typically strong folk-rock tone a
message of social awareness (‘recognize the hidden lies’) and hope (‘see how

good it would be to be free’). The second segment (from 2:29) is non-metrical
and spectral, a nocturnal scene describing the night of the invasion quite

literally (‘August, ’68, it was dark and it was late / A.M. 24 was the first, but

there were more / Fighters, in close formation / Ready for the invasion’), with
an echoing, menacing drone evocative of the movement of the tanks on the

pavement. A third, calming section follows (from 4:01), reintroducing a
metrical sense through guitar strumming, with Driscoll delivering a line about
the hopeful days of the Prague Spring (‘I remember going to a country where
people were warm / and people were ready for changes’). The final segment
(from 4:52) is the definitive crushing of the dream: a chaotic barrage of sonic

71

dissonance reminiscent of the late Scott Walker1 and made up of various
glissandi, slides, and clusters on all the instruments, over which Driscoll angrily

impersonates a frightening god or Pink Floyd-esque dog of war (‘I am tanks
from everywhere / smash down everything that’s there’). A small codetta

(from 5:53) ends the song-requiem on a soft, commemorative note, with a
rising intonation on the word “Czechoslovakia” and a fading Beethovenian fate
motif.

Strongly illustrative and impressionistic, the song’s impression of

street noise is literal in the second section (tanks on the pavement), and more

figurative at the end (avant-garde noise as martial oppression), although some
of the sounds in that dissonant magma could very well stand as literal

depictions of gunshots or of the noisy movement of the tanks smashing down
everything in their way. Listening to this song and looking for its meanings one
cannot ignore the fact that its musical noise is not just any noise, but the noise

of tanks in the street, and by extension the noise of social violence, violation,
and oppression. At the same time, the sonic uproar at the end reaches a more
abstract level of signification in addition to its most immediate, literal, and

concrete meaning. Here, where meaning is associative rather than direct, its
anarchic noise becomes part of a class of such noises, a class that includes the
noise of the tanks and of the invasion, but also, more generally, the noise of the

public social-political protest, and even more generally, the noise of the
Revolution. Unlike the humming spectral drone in the middle of the song,

which is threatening but not particularly anarchic, the noise at the end

represents anarchy and chaos. Imbued with these qualities, it can depict
everything from the image of invasion to that of social uproar, a violent street
demonstration, or even a bloody revolution. If we ignore the context, title, and

lyrics of the song, we will immediately realise how inter-changeable are any
potential meanings of the final anarchic noise.

There is nothing carnivalesque about “Czechoslovakia.” The song is

closer in overall approach (if not in effect) to Hendrix’s artillery of noise in his

1

See for example Walker’s “Jolson and Jones” from The Drift (2006).
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rendition of the “Star Spangled Banner” (1969)2 than it is to Country Joe & The

Fish’s satiric “I-Feel-Like-I'm-Fixin'-To-Die Rag” (1967). And yet, the cover-art

to this album is of a pronounced grotesque nature—and thus, of a
carnivalesque character as well, if, following Mikhail Bakhtin (1984), we

consider the former as a sub-class of the latter. Interestingly, the image on the
cover is more ambiguous than the music of “Czechoslovakia,” even if it is also

very appropriate for an album titled Streetnoise (at the same time,
“Czechoslovakia” is the only song on the album that would justify the disc’s

title). The illustration of the LP’s gatefold double-sleeve is an early work of
caricaturist Ralph Steadman. It predates his long-time collaboration with
Gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson, but nevertheless, it already shows

Steadman’s characteristic style in which the bizarre and the grotesque play a
crucial role (see Figure 1).

The cover depicts a caricature of a street scene with an

indistinguishable crowd in the background and a band of rock ‘n’ roll musicians

in the foreground. The band is Brian Auger and the Trinity: we see the
drummer and guitarist on the right side, Driscoll in the middle, and Auger
himself in the left corner. The faces and hands of the four are grotesquely

deformed by elongation, their facial expressions exaggerated and contorted

into ghastly grimaces. This is clearly a band of clowns or buffoons (see
especially Auger’s buffoonish sleeves), but they lack the expected comic feel,

rather, they are morbid and grotesque and perform their act in the

carnival/circus of the street. The echoes of one of Steadman’s acknowledged
influences, Goya’s Los Caprichos, is unmistakable.

This is somewhat debatable. Hendrix’s display of technical gimmicks in his Woodstock
rendition is remarkably spectacular, giving to this performance an implicit sense of extroversion
and maybe the carnivalesque, which is completely absent from “Czechoslovakia.”
2
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Figure 1. Grotesquely carnivalised street in Ralph Steadman’s illustration for
Streetnoise (1969)3

There is no doubt that Steadman’s street, with its crowd and clownish

rock ’n’ rollers, is, acoustically speaking, as noisy as the finale of Driscoll’s song.

But there is an essential ambivalence and ambiguity in the cover-art that is
missing from the music. Thus I arrive at the mystery question: who exactly is in

the blurry background, and what do the grotesque clown-monsters stand for?
One could assume that those indistinguishable human figures, the Rolling

Stones’ (and Driscoll’s) ‘faceless crowd’,4 are fans of the band that gathered

around to see the street concert. But in the highly unstable and sociallyThe image pictured here is taken from the remastered CD reissue of the album (2009). The
original LP (as well as the Japanese CD edition) has the image cut in two, with the ground-level
band on the front cover, and the aerial buildings on the back cover.
4 Cf. “Salt of the Earth” from Rolling Stones’ Beggars Banquet (1968).
3
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charged climate of ’68–’69, such a literal interpretation is of limited use: it
would tell us little about the title of the album, about a song like
“Czechoslovakia,” about the grotesque depiction of the band, or about the

carnivalised and heterotopic street of the late 1960s. Steadman’s street scene
begs to be read as capturing a broader range of connotations. Simply put, his
caricature is a graphic-art illustration of a famous rooftop gig in New York City

in 1968, a sort of guerilla-performance set up by Jefferson Airplane and JeanLuc Godard, an event that itself resonates powerfully with the utopian

détournements of the French Situationists.5 As in Godard’s and Airplane’s

guerilla gig,6 the noise of rock (and avant-garde) music here invades the
crowded urban street, transforming it into a lively and noisy space of play,
excitement, tumult, eruption, rebellion, and contestation that is remarkably

similar to the angrily modernist, impatiently intense, violently chaotic urban

vortex existing in constant flux imagined by Marinetti and his fellow Italian
futurists at the beginning of the century. Steadman’s image corresponds closely

to some of Umberto Boccioni’s paintings that deal with the theme of the

agitated crowd, including the lesser-known Riot in the Galleria and Police Raid

from 1910 as well as his famous synchronist works Simultaneous Visions and
Street Noises Invade the House, both from 1911.

The trope of noisy invasion seems to unite Driscoll’s music and

Steadman’s graphics: noisy tanks invade a country; rock and avant-garde noise
invades the street; and this street noise, like in Boccioni, and like in a

momentous carnival, invades, incites, and excites the city and the urbanite’s

consciousness. But there remains in the background that mysterious entity, the
faceless crowd or public. The notion and reality of the crowd was fundamental

for Marinetti and the futurists, who studied Gustave Le Bon’s 1895 book on the

psychology of the crowd (La Psychologie des foules). In a series of writings from
the 1890s and 1900s, Italian criminologist Scipio Sighele developed a similar

The rooftop performance appears in Godard’s One P.M. (1971), as well as in Bob Sarles’
documentary Fly Jefferson Airplane (2004). I have written more extensively on the link between
Jefferson Airplane/Godard’s event and situationism in a study on the psychedelic carnivalesque:
Ştefan Firca, ‘Imaginaţie radicală şi carnavalesc în psihedelia: cazul circului rock ‘n’ roll’, MIDAS
Studii de sinteză 2012-2013, Vol. 1, Bucharest: UNMB, 2013: 76–102.
6 “Guerilla gigging” is a relatively new critical phrase associated primarily with the DIY (“do it
yourself”) culture of the 2000s, particularly recent forms of punk rock, indie, and post-industrial
and noise music. See the final chapter from Amy Spencer, DIY: The Rise of Lo-fi Culture, London:
Marion Boyars, 2005.
5
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crowd theory, in which he distinguished between the crowd as ‘an eminently

barbarous and atavistic collectivity’, and the public as ‘an eminently civil and
modern collectivity’ (Poggi 2009: 42).7 Generally speaking, it would appear that
at the moment of the rock ’n’ roll show, those who attend such a concert do not

themselves constitute a high-class, civil, aristocratic ‘public’; or, to put it
differently, it would appear that the rock ’n’ roll show is not conducive to the
formation or preservation of an ‘eminently civil’ collectivity, unlike that

observed in the highly ritualised classical music concert hall where quiescence

and deference prevails. The rock ’n’ roll show is similarly ritualised, but like a
carnival it is a participatory, communal ritual of liberating, cathartic noise. By

all accounts, Steadman’s faceless collectivity is thus an active crowd rather

than a passive public: a rowdy crowd who not only assist the rebellious avantrock streetnoise of the clownish band, but also contribute to it. Furthermore, a

fundamental isomorphism between the rock ’n’ roll crowd and the crowd of

social revolutionaries participating in a street demonstration—already implicit
in Godard’s films and in Jefferson Airplane’s rooftop gig—is established in a
more explicit form at this point. Both of these types of public gatherings are

potentially unstable, quasi-entropic, and dynamic agglomerations that carry

within them the seeds of anarchy and the possibility of degenerating at any
time into chaos. The fact that, like Jefferson Airplane, Driscoll, Auger, and the

band are in the street does nothing but emphasise this isomorphism between
the two crowd heteromorphies. It is quite possible in this light, and quite in
accord with the late 1960s cultural imaginarium, to see Steadman’s faceless

crowd as embodying a social riot rather than, or perhaps in addition to, a

crowd gathered for a rock ’n’ roll concert. Furthermore, through both its title

and its graphical cover, Streetnoise confirms the whole mythology of rock
music’s rebelliousness, a mythology that becomes increasingly visible in the

mid-to-late 1960s, and a mythology that allows Jean-Luc Godard to draw a
direct line between rock musicians and social revolutionaries in his late 1960s

films, particularly in Week End (1967) and, more subtly, in Sympathy for the

Devil (1968). Thus, through its title and cover art Streetnoise allegorises the
“noise of the time”, where the rebellious noise of rock music invades the

Sighele quoted in Poggi 2009: 42. See also Poggi’s entire chapter on ‘Folla/Follia: Futurism and
the Crowd,’ for an illuminating discussion of the futurist crowd and its ambivalences, as it
transpires in Le Bon, Sighele, Marinetti, and Boccioni.
7
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equally noisy and socially turbulent space of the late 1960s street, as if to say:
the noise of rock is the noise of the revolutionary street.
*

*

*

‘Socialism with a human face’ was the slogan coined by Alexander

Dubček for his reformist Prague Spring. Yet, when related to Driscoll’s
“Czechoslovakia,” Steadman’s grotesque clowns are clearly far away from the
human faces in Dubček’s brand of socialism. Perhaps they are closer instead to
that odd and dangerous animal known as the “political clown”, and to that
popular representation of the political machine of corruption and the unfair

game of power and special interests as a multi-tentacled monstrosity as is so

aptly caught by the title of an acclaimed 1980s Italian TV series about the
Mafia: La Piovra (The Octopus). In this sense, Steadman’s double-layered
grotesquerie and clownerie is reminiscent of one of the Italian posters to

Francesco Rosi’s Cadaveri eccellenti (1976), a film whose title playfully

conflates the surrealist game and collage technique of the cadavre exquis with
the more realist, morbid, and grotesque meaning of the same phrase (murders

and cadavers, as well as social unrest in the street, abound in this political—
and largely elliptical—mystery which is governed by an inescapable sense of
decay and morbidity). The poster under discussion was designed by an Italian

collagist and admirer of the French avant-garde artist Francis Picabia, Enrico

Baj, and resembles Steadman’s image quite a bit, primarily through featuring
similarly grotesque clowns, this time portrayed as a kind of marionette (see

Figure 2). Baj, who was a former member of COBRA (itself one of the parentgroups of situationism), had strong if not extremist political leanings in that he

was a proponent of political anarchism in addition to the artistic avant-garde,
and cultivated a collagist style mixing surrealism, Dada, futurism, and overtly

political satire. His caricatured poster to Cadaveri eccelenti reflects Rosi’s own
description (Micciché 1980: 253) of his political thriller as ‘a long journey

around the monsters and monstrosities of power’, and ‘a visual summary of all
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the aberrations, of all the degenerations of power I have come across in my
life.’8

Figure 2. Clownesque monstrosities in the political masquerade of power: Enrico
Baj’s poster for Francesco Rosi’s Cadaveri eccellenti (1976)

Again, we have a visual mystery here: who, exactly, are the grotesque

clowns depicted in Baj’s poster? As may be expected from a socially-engaged

director like Rosi and from a film that takes as its argument the alwaysturbulent Italian political climate, there is plenty of street noise in Cadaveri
eccellenti, particularly with the many street demonstrations and rallies of the

Left. At first look, Baj’s ambiguous illustration may be taken as representing

My translation from Italian of the following passage: ‘un lungo viaggio attraverso i mostri e le
mostruosità del potere: è una ricapitolazione visiva di tutte le aberrazioni, di tutte le
degenerazioni del potere in cui mi sono imbattuto nella vita.’
8
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one such street scene; however, Rosi’s film, of a rare pessimism that is

presented as realism, concerns the deep and generalised corruption of the
political octopus, the rotten roots and tentacles not only of the judicial

system—note that in conformity with one of the film’s surface threads, Baj’s

poster actually focuses on magistrates, but in an ambiguous way—but also of
the whole government. Rosi and Baj depict the ‘degenerations,’ ‘monsters’ and
‘monstrosities’ of power as a political circus, or masquerade. At one point, the

film quotes a Leftist newspaper article denouncing judges as ‘monsters’ and
‘clowns’. The end of the film sees the (predictable) shooting of the ‘too
uncomfortable’

police

inspector

Rogas

(Lino

Ventura)—a

political

assassination covered up as suicide—and his subsequent denunciation as a

madman by the government. It then becomes evident that the monster-clown

(or the cadavre exquis, in a sense) is not just the judicial structure, but
something even larger and deeper, the entire all-consuming political class with

its cobweb of dirty conspiracies, the political masquerade of menacing agendas,
and endless machinations against which any fight becomes illusory.9 After all,
in the midst of a political reunion in the film one official admits cynically: ‘We
are playing a game’.

If Baj’s clownesque monstrosities are playing a game in the political

masquerade of power, Steadman’s grotesquerie may include, among some of

its distant connotative layers, allusions to the similar game of power in the
Sovietized Czechoslovakia. It could also refer to the ‘monstrous’ USSR, or to the

conflict of interest between Dubček’s ‘human face’ and the conservative puppet

regime and its ‘political clowns’ both pre- and post-Prague Spring. More
directly, Steadman’s image may say something about the confusion and

possibly the terror felt at the moment of the Soviet invasion. Whatever
Steadman’s intentio auctoris may have been, and however subjective and
associative our impressions of it above may be, it is undeniable that his
Streetnoise illustration introduces a sense of tension, intensity, and

uncomfortable ambiguity. When coupled with Driscoll’s impressionist
“Czechoslovakia” and with the album’s title, that ambiguity invites

A similar paranoid filmic scenario, albeit a little less explicit politically and even more
enigmatic in nature, was put forward by Jacques Deray two years later in his Un papillon sur
l'épaule (1978), where the same Lino Ventura ends up in an identical fashion.
9
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considerations that must go beyond literal meanings, to address larger cultural,

social, and political discursive practices. Particularly significant here is 1) the
nexus between ambiguous, yet potent symbols like the crowd, the urban street,

and invasive, violent noise; and 2) the grotesque-clownesque representation of
the band as a reflection of a not-so-pretty, grainy, noisy, and potentially violent
and chaotic reality.
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ADRIAN BORZA
Sound Image Morphogenesis

Abstract
Computer music has dissociated the sound synthesis produced in a
studio without involving a performer, from computer systems that allow
human interaction with the aim of generation of sound onstage, as such as the
augmented musical instrument controlled by sensors. There is a large
collection of software focused on synthesis based on spectral models, ranging
from MUSIC and CSOUND to Metasynth and the sophisticated virtual
instruments NI Reaktor and VSL Vienna Instruments.
The challenging side of spectral synthesis is to integrate an advanced
and versatile technology into music composition, which is achieved through an
innovative technique of computer synthesis: the transformation of image into
sound (morphogenesis). The genesis of the sound object is based in visual
forms, through the assignment of sound qualities—pitch, duration, loudness
and panning—to a point or line or surface and to their own brightness and
colour. As a result, the graphical image is transformed into sounds.
This spectral structure is objective and can often be described in a
precise way, and the techniques of synthesis used to create it can be executed
through programming languages by using mathematical and logical
expressions. Yet, what is most valued in digital art is not the objective structure,
but the structure such art creates in us. The belief that a sound object is
perceived through human senses has become a stereotype, while the reality
facing the artist in his experimentation with digital synthesis is the
manipulation of the perceptual features of a sound. The priority is therefore to
understand how those features, transformed and altered through time,
modifies our perceptual image of the sound object.
The senses interact in order to achieve multimodal perceptual images.
‘Colour Sound’ and ‘Sound Image’ are metaphors that suggest phenomena of
sensory fusion, aural and visual, as one gestalt experience. In contrast,
synaesthesia is an involuntary experience. In this respect, the author’s works
Drones II (2012) and Increat (2003)—the latter inspired by a painting of the
visual artist Claudiu Presecan—are examples of music composition positioned
on the border of audio-visual and technology.
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Seeing sound
We begin this study with a paradox that calls into question truths accepted in
the name of common sense. The senses, or the sensory perception interfaces,

are not limited to providing information about physical reality, but interact to

form multimodal perception. The nervous system is in charge of the

integration of the sensory information. Alongside ‘Seeing Sound’, the ideas of
‘Colour Music’ and the ‘Sound of Image’ suggest phenomena of sensory fusion
between auditory and visual stimuli.

Synaesthesia or sensory fusion?

On closer examination of multimodal perception, it can be seen that sounds
involuntarily trigger colours, lines, and shapes in certain human subjects,

unified into unique audio-visual experiences. The synaesthetic experience tells
us about the reciprocal activation of the sensory areas of the cerebral cortex,

about the ability to merge different senses into a surprising sensorial

compound that seems unimaginable for most of us. A synaesthete can hear

colours, taste words and shapes, associate colours with letters and numbers, or
even describe the shape and flavour of the human voice. A synaesthete has an
exceptional

memory

and unsurpassed

intelligence.

If in neurology,

synaesthesia is understood as ‘the elicitation of perceptual experiences in the

absence of the normal sensory stimulation’ (Ward and Mattingley 2006: 130),
in the arts, it refers to ‘a range of phenomena of simultaneous perception of

two or more stimuli as one gestalt experience’ (Campen 2009: 1). The word
‘synaesthesia’ comes from the Greek language, and it signifies the blend or

association of sensations, σύν (syn – together) and αἴσθησις (aisthesis –
sensation), and it shares the same root with anesthesia, meaning “senseless”.

Auditory-visual perception at the beginning of the 20th century

Steeped in theoretical controversy, synaesthesia and sensory fusion appeared
increasingly often in the writings of musicians and visual artists during the first
decades of the 20th century. These writings provided valuable information for

scientists on the emotional and perceptual mechanisms of synaesthesia and
sensory fusion from an artistic perspective. In turn, scientists began to sharply
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differentiate synaesthesia and sensory fusion, a conclusion that we find in the
studies of neurophysiologist Richard Cytowic. He considered that the artistic

experiments of Alexander Scriabin (1872–1915) and Wassily Kandinsky

(1866–1944) were outside the clinical and research domain of synaesthesia. In
his view, synaesthetic perception is primarily physical and involuntary

(Cytowic 1995: 5). It is a generic and durable experience, not a pictorial or
elaborated one.

The expression of the Russian composer Scriabin’s devotion to the

colour of sound is Prometheus: The Poem of Fire (1910), a composition in the

vocal-instrumental genre for piano, organ, choir, orchestra, and the clavier à

lumières, or tastiéra per luce as it is called in the score (see Figure 1). The
Colour-Organ, as this instrument is known in English, is an electromechanical

device built at the end of the 19th century to project coloured light, from red to
violet (ROYGBIV), but without producing sounds. Notably, the music for
Prometheus was played by acoustic instruments.

© Breitkopf & Härtel

Figure 1. Alexander Scriabin, Prometheus: The Poem of Fire, bars 1–9

Here is how Scriabin described his synaesthetic sensation: ‘the color
underlines the tonality; it makes the tonality more evident’ (Myers 1914: 8).

Colour was associated with tonality and modulation and carried a strong

emotional charge. The F-sharp major tonality, for example, appeared to him as
being violet. The composer’s synaesthetic experiences were reconfirmed by
Crétien van Campen after more than eight decades; this suggests they were
involuntary and cannot be considered deliberate mental contrivances (Campen
1997: 1).
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Kandinsky explored multisensory perception through his stage

composition entitled The Yellow Sound—Der Gelbe Klang (1912), an
experimental performance that brought together elements of scenography,
choreographic movement, and music with the aim of increasing the inner

emotional experiences of his audience. At the heart of his dramatic
composition is a series of scenes showing kinetic paintings, which thereby

replace the dramatic scenes, dialogue, and narration characteristic of theatre

and opera. The stage productions were accompanied by three variants of the
score, written by Thomas de Hartmann, Anton Webern, and Alfred Schnittke,

respectively. Moreover, the influential Russian painter, famous also for his

dictum ‘Stop thinking!’, admitted to having had a synaesthetic experience while
listening to Richard Wagner’s opera Lohengrin in Moscow: ‘I saw all my colours
in my mind; they stood before my eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines sketched in

front of me’ (Hass 2009: 42). For Kandinsky, colours and geometrical shapes
could be associated with low sounds and the different musical timbres of the
wind instruments and the violin.

Technological experiments

By the time Scriabin and Kandinsky were experimenting with synaesthetic
perception and sensory fusion in their art, concerts of music, light, and colour,
known as “Colour Music”, were already popular due to the work of Wallace

Rimington (1854–1918), the inventor of the Colour-Organ (1893). In 1895,
Rimington gave a public concert of musical works composed by Richard

Wagner, Frédéric Chopin, J. S. Bach, and Antonín Dvořák using his apparatus.

The correspondence between colours and sounds in the Colour-Organ is
created by splitting the spectrum of visible light according to the musical

intervals contained within an octave. Rimington then approximated the ratio of
two sound frequencies as a proportion of two frequencies of electromagnetic

radiation (Peacock 1988: 402). In the course of time, the Colour-Organ has
become a generic term for devices designed to project coloured light.

It is interesting that, at this time period, the most elaborate

technological experiments were those of inventors, so long as the artistic

incarnation depended on special tools. For instance, the Chromola (1915), built
under the coordination of Preston S. Millar, was a device able to project twelve
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coloured lights, controlled by a keyboard. Thomas Wilfred created a console,

called Clavilux (1922), which helped him project moving shapes onto a screen.

Also remarkable is the Light Console (1937), designed by Frederick Bentham as
an electrical system for the motion picture projection of coloured and white
light. The experiments led to a new discipline, i.e., the use of scenic lighting in

the performing arts. Although the examples might continue, we must

emphasise that the differences of opinion among inventors and artists, who
rarely shared the same beliefs and experiences (see also the famous divergence

between Scriabin and Rimsky-Korsakov), led to a difficulty in establishing a
consistent correspondence between colours and sounds. One and the same
sound has been often represented in completely different colours.

As we have shown above, Rimington’s colour organ had a physical and

mathematical basis in the development of its colour scale rather than a
psychological foundation. Scriabin, in turn, did not provide any information

about the relationship between sound and colour in the colour organ (Luce)
part from Prometheus (Peacock 1988: 403), since for the composer his

synaesthetic experience was ineffable. Note that the premiere of Prometheus:
The Poem of Fire in its original version for music, light, and colour was held at
Carnegie Hall in New York in 1915, and was complemented by a performance
of Chromola. Fred Collopy, a professor at Western Reserve University in

Cleveland, Ohio, has produced a direct comparison of the different colour
scales that appeared in the three centuries prior to 2004 (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Fred Collopy, Three Centuries of Color Scales, reproduced from
rhithmiclight.com

86

Sensory fusion in the arts
It is apparent that many of the devices designed in the first half of the 20th

century exhibit significant technical innovation. These advances have opened

new horizons of artistic experimentation. As digital technology made its
presence felt in art during the second half of the 20th century, a number of

inventors, programmers, visual artists, and musicians encouraged the
development of new independent art forms that involved multisensory

perception, such as Visual Music, Abstract Animation, Video Art, Audio-Visual

Installation, and more. William Moritz (1941–2004) was probably the bestknown historian of the Visual Music hybrid art form. In addition, he is

recognised as a passionate biographer of the artist Oskar Fischinger (1900–
1967), who was also a researcher in the field of Abstract Animation.

The objective and the perceptual in sound synthesis

The end of the 20th century brought an unprecedented progress in technology.

The complex computational processes of the synthesis of sound and graphical
image could be carried out almost simultaneously in a digital format. This
modified the paradigm of computer synthesis. Digital sound morphogenesis is
objective, meaning that it can be rigorously described in mathematical

expressions and logical operations. However, there is an aspect that has a
greater significance in digital art, which is not the structure of the sound object

itself, but rather the structure in us, or, the way we perceive an object through

the senses. The role of auditory perception is therefore essential when an artist
conceives new forms of sound.

From additive and subtractive synthesis to virtual instruments, there

are diverse spectral models for sound generation and constraints on sound

production are practically eliminated by the strength of modern programming
languages. The massive collection of spectral synthesis software includes

MUSIC, CSOUND, Metasynth, and the recent and sophisticated virtual

instruments NI Reaktor and VSL Vienna Instruments, to name just a few. MAX

(see IRCAM) is lingua franca for multimedia. As Jean-Claude Risset writes, ‘the
issue is no longer what sound one can produce, but what sound one chooses to
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produce’ (Risset 1994: 258). The main criteria for artistic choices are the
listener and the listener’s perception.

Part of this profound change in our relation with sound is due to the

invention of recording equipment. This has made it possible to transform the
ephemeral sound into an object that can be reproduced and processed in the

absence of its mechanical cause. The sound object is explicitly manipulated
through its perceptual features to fit the specific needs of a musical work. At

the same time, electronic instruments have unlocked new techniques of

electro-acoustic production of sound. In what follows, I will present various
particularities of digital sound synthesis by means of the conversion of the

graphical image, along with a number of aspects of audio-visual interaction

extracted from my own compositions. I will discuss Drones II for violin,
nanoKontrol and iFPH, and Increat for computer. This last work belongs to a
series of compositions entitled the Sound of Image, which was begun sixteen
years ago, in 1999.

Converting visual shapes into sound objects
Increat (2003), whose title means ‘eternal’, integrates sound with an advanced
and versatile technology in order to bring a new twist to computer synthesis,

namely, the sound to image morphogenesis. By assigning sound qualities—
pitch, duration, loudness, and panning—to a point or line or surface, as well as

to their own brightness and colour the genesis of the sound object can be said
to reside in visual forms. As a result, the graphical image is transformed into
sounds (Borza 2008: 89).

Increat was inspired by the painting Peisaj (Landscape) created by the

visual artist Claudiu Presecan. The painting contains primary colours which are

surprisingly similar to the RGB additive colour model. Red, green, and yellow
were mapped onto the stereo sound field according to the following

correlation: red—left channel, green—right channel and yellow—both
channels, meaning that the sound is positioned in the centre of the stereo

image. From a structural perspective, the synthesis of the sound object is

depicted graphically and presents the relationship between pitch, duration,
loudness, and panning. These sound attributes are plotted on the vertical and
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horizontal axes of Metasynth’s diagram, in the pixels’ brightness, and in colours,
as previously mentioned. However, the representation via visual shapes
highlights not only the indissoluble relation between the various qualities of
the sound, but also its inherent visual features (see Figure 3).

From a perceptual standpoint, the dynamics of the transition between

colours, linked to the left-to-right playback of the diagram within the very
short time of a second, establishes an energetic movement of the object,

polarised on the extremities of the sound field. The sound object is

characterised by a complex and extremely fast evolution in the pitch domain
which preserves a series of harmonic sounds in the lower register. The
dynamic level is correlated with the brightness of each pixel, faded to black.

These spectral micro-variations within the sound object demonstrate the

effectiveness of the additive synthesis technique. As a whole, the one-secondlong object is emotionally perceived on the tension scale of the Profile of Mood

States (POMS). The listener’s feelings might be as follows: tense, shaky, panicky,
restless, nervous, or anxious.

Claudiu Presecan, Landscape

Adrian Borza, Increat

Figure 3. The genesis of the sound object from visual shapes: comparison of
Presecan, Landscape and Borza, Increat

Audio-visual interaction
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Drones II (2012) can be considered a work in the Interactive Music genre if we

consider that the Interactive Freezer Player Processor Harmonizer (iFPH)
software (2011) reacts promptly to the performers’ actions during an ongoing
performance on stage. Our software written in MAX is coordinated by one of

the performers, by using the nanoKontrol control surface (see Korg). In
reaction to the sound of violin as captured by a microphone, the iFPH software
puts its diverse processing abilities into practice. The interaction therefore

involves the violinist and the computer. For example, the performer holds
complete control over the overall envelope of the sound produced by the
computer. By constantly monitoring the dynamic level of the performance, the

computer can react to changes in the sound’s loudness as produced by the
soloist (Borza 2012: 42–43).

One year later, Drones II become the subject for the development of a

software product for processing various geometric shapes, which we called VJ,

or the Vee-Jay Music Visualizer (2013). This software computes the subtle
changes of loudness in real-time; consequently, the data it obtains can be used

to modify the size of the visualised shapes, their position, blur level, and colour
(see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Adrian Borza, Drones II, modifying visual features by loudness
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It is also important to note that any type of music can be visualised within the
VJ software. Our purpose was to synchronize music and abstract animation.

A discrete path: sound morphogenesis through gestural control

Historically, computer music has differentiated the computer-assisted
manipulation of sound produced in studio without involving a performer from

computer systems that allow onstage human interaction, such as the

augmented musical instrument controlled by sensors. In the first decade of the
21st century, the control of augmented instruments by gesture became an

important area of interdisciplinary research. However, the initial experiments
began with the theremin created by Léon Theremin, Lightning, built by Don

Buchla, and continue with video motion sensing projects such as Big Eye, a
project coordinated by the Steim Institute, and EyeCon, conceived by Frieder
Weiss.

Many of the alternative interfaces for musical performance have tried

to liberate the artist from the physical constraints of touching the instrument
(Rovan and Hayward 2000). Surprisingly, they also had an impact on other
performing arts. For instance, the old frontier between dancer and computer

has broken down, paving the way towards a hybrid world in which the human
body may interact with scenic light (e.g., EyeCon).

We conclude this study by asserting that, at present, our artistic and

research directions envisage exploring the benefits of and highlighting the

typical problems for composition and performance as regards the instruments

for synthesis controlled by natural gestures which appeals to the

proprioceptive sense. We will also consider our Hot Hand Rocket system
(2014)—an augmented instrument without touch control which uses wireless

communication and a gravitational sensor—alongside a MIDI-controlled
analogue synthesizer and a computer programmed in MAX, to produce sounds.

This emerging technology will continue to shape our music, just as creative

aspirations will influence the development of our own interactive systems for
sensory fusion.
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RALUCA RAD
Messiaen’s “son-couleur”: Colours in Vingt Regards sur l’EnfantJésus

Abstract
Composer Olivier Messiaen had a particular sensitiveness for the
relationship between sounds and colours. By his own account, his form of
synaesthesia was intellectual rather than physical. Nevertheless, in interviews
and talks he recalls an early fascination with colour and light that spanned
coloured cellophane and the stained windows of great cathedrals, and
emphasises that the way he perceives colours broadened the field of his
auditory perception. This essay discusses various elements of his use of colour
in music.
In Messiaen’s music, the relationship between colour and sound is
expressed mainly through the use of modes. During the study years at the Paris
Conservatoire, Messiaen’s passion for modalism developed under the influence
of his mentors: Maurice Emamanuel in music theory, Marcel Dupré in organ
improvisation, and Paul Dukas in composition. When asked about his use of
modality by Claude Samuel, Messiaen answered that his music uses a variety of
harmonic styles, but is essentially modal and is influenced by his profound
sense of colour. The composer inferred the general principles of his ‘modes of
limited transposition’ from his forerunners Chopin, Scriabin, and Debussy. He
analysed them in his theoretical works, of which his posthumous opus
magnum has the representative title Traité de rythme, de couleur, et
d'ornithologie. Messiaen used the modes both horizontally and vertically; the
predominance of their vertical use mirrors his feeling for a correlation
between chords and complexes of colours. Some of the most frequently used
modes and chords, as well as their correlation with colours, will be described
and illustrated with music examples from the piano cycle Vingt Regards sur
l’Enfant-Jésus.
Many of Messiaen’s scores include explanatory texts (author’s notes,
evocative titles and subtitles). These are written in a poetic language full of
metaphors, in which the number of references to the realm of colours is
indicative of its relative importance to the composer and his music. In the
concert practice of the last few decades, adding visual elements to concerts has
become more and more popular as one of the techniques used to make music,
especially modern music, more accessible to the audience. The essay discusses
examples of this way of presenting Messiaen’s music, and the author shares her
personal experience with organising and performing such concerts in Romania.
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Colour has a particularly great importance in the creative practice of Olivier

Messiaen. Direct references to colour appear even in the titles of some of his

compositions, such as Chronochromie for orchestra (1960) or Couleurs de la
cité celeste, for piano, woodwind and percussion (1963), and the title of his

theoretical and monumental Traité de rythme, de couleur et d'ornithologie puts
colour together with two characteristic elements of Messiaen's musical

language—rhythm and birdsong. The largest of the publications which gather
the composer‘s own testimonies about colour consist of Messiaen’s
conversations with Claude Samuel and is entitled Musique et couleur.

Although sound and colour are different physical phenomena perceived

with different senses, the relationship between them has exercised a special

fascination since ancient times. Even if the undulatory nature of light has

already been described by physicists, the relationship between sound and
colour continues to be based on a parallel between the world of natural
phenomena and on human sensory perception. A close relationship between
sound and colour is perceived by people affected by some form of synaesthesia.

Synaesthesia is an involuntary perception of a stimulus which can be monosensorial or bi-sensorial. Among the different sensory associations, that

between sound and colour was and continues to be one of the most interesting,

especially because of the many artists, painters, and musicians who are
synaesthetes. The creations of some of them, such as the painter Wassily

Kandinsky and the composers Alexander Scriabin and Olivier Messiaen, are
strongly influenced by the artists‘ synaesthetic experiences.

In his early youth Olivier Messiaen was not aware of his synaesthetic

perception. He was mesmerised by the stained glass of some great cathedrals:

Paris’s Saint-Chapelle, Bourges, or Chartres. In his famous Conférence de NotreDame (1978), Messiaen associated music in colours with the state of daze

caused by the contemplation of stained glass. Likewise, in his conversations
with Samuel, Messiaen recalls how strongly impressed he was after listening to

Paul Dukas’s opera Ariane et Barbe-bleue with its scene depicting showers of

different gemstones in Blue-Beard’s castle (1986: 119). His meeting in the
1930s with Swiss painter Charles Blanc-Gatti, who was himself affected by
synaesthesia and conscious of this, prompted Messiaen to reflect on his own
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perceptions (2002: 7). In 1936, Blanc-Gatti created an exhibition with bright

dynamic polychrome decorations illustrating Messiaen's organ cycle La
Nativité du Seigneur which impressed the composer positively. Messiaen

related juxtaposed sounds with the complementarity of colours. He showed a

particular interest in the art of painter Robert Delaunay, whom Messiaen said
he admired not only because he was the precursor of abstract painting, but also
for the way he used the principle of simultaneous contrast.

The composer Olivier Messiaen repeatedly talked about his

synaesthetic perceptions and their influence on his artistic creation. Numerous
references to the correspondence between sound and colour appear in his
lectures and interviews and in his notes from score prefaces, as well as in

different annotations in the musical text. Messiaen spoke about his form of
synaesthesia as a subjective inner reality. His colourful visions manifested

themselves whenever he was hearing music or reading scores. He could
remember these colours very well and describe them specifically; moreover,
they remained unchanged over time. In his visual perceptions, each complex of

sounds corresponded to a well-defined colour-complex (2002: 97). Sounds and
sonority complexes were applied to individual chords, groups of chords, or

modes of limited transposition. However, in his considerations of sound-colour
relationships, Messiaen insisted on the naivety of associating a colour with a

tonality, since each of the two phenomena were too complex in themselves to
authorise such a systematization.

During the time in which Messiaen composed the Vingt Regards, he

referred to colour in his own poetic language. In many of his scores short

quotes referring to colours appeared: for example, a ‘smooth cascade of blue-

orange chords’ in Quatour pour la fin du temps or other various metaphors of
the rainbow. At the end of the preface to Vingt Regards, Messiaen wrote: ‘I
sought here a mystical language with multi-coloured ordering.’ However, if
Messiaen’s references to colour were poetic or metaphorical during the 1940s,

subsequently, they become explicit. In the 1970s, Messiaen considered

understanding the sound-colour relationships in his music more important

than understanding the form, timbre, or rhythm, the latter of which he had long
regarded as the strongest element of his musical language (2002: 97).

96

In conversations about his music, Messiaen said that only certain

passages of his scores could be attributed to colour complexes. The

musicologist Joseph Harris (2004: 24) called these musical passages ‘colormusic’ and identified some representative features which will be explained as
follows:

Harmony: Messiaen's synaesthesia was stimulated by chords and

among the most representative figures in Vingt Regards is the ‘accords-engrappe’, or cluster chords. Messiaen compared the effect of this sonority to
the aesthetic appeal of gemstones and stained glass.

Tempo: Another feature of Messiaen’s ‘colour-music’ is tempo: it

must be slow enough to give the listener time to fully appreciate the
harmonic colourations.

Piano register: Complexes of ascending or descending sounds in

different registers affect colour intensity. Colour complexes corresponding

to sound groups will fade to white in high registers or will darken in the

low registers, while the middle registers enable the sound-colour complex
to be seen in all its intensity.

Voice leading: The harmonic sequence gives each chord a certain

light; therefore, voices tend to move in similar motion from chord to chord,

and top voices use stepwise motion. Messiaen hated outlining the chord’s
top voice, which he considered superfluous, and so created his chords with
inner resonance, specifically to support different shades of colour.

Irregular meter: Messiaen's possible preference for ametrical

music has been linked to his synaesthesia. By avoiding metric regularity
Messiaen was able to control which colours were aurally juxtaposed,
thereby ensuring that all colours were distinct.

The modes of limited transposition were also present in the music of

other remarkable composers. Olivier Messiaen deduced the principles of
constructing the modes of limited transposition from his predecessors’ music

(for example, Chopin, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Debussy), but he systematized

them and used them in his musical creative practice. Messiaen explained that
his modes and chords are colour-complexes, which he described and analysed

in his compositions in the same manner as he described the elements of
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rhythm, shape, or counterpoint. Musicologist Jonathan Bernard (1986)
identifies three types of colour which can be attributed to modes of limited
transposition: the first is monochromatic, simple red or green. The second type

is also a uniform colour, but more complex than the first: two colours are

mixed as though they would blur into each other at the end of a rainbow.
Composite names are given as blue-gray or reddish-orange. The third type
includes combinations of varied complexity: simple pairs of colours (e.g., gray
and gold) or triple colours (e.g., orange, gold, and milky) that are equivalent to

the sound of the succession of chords; parallel vertical bands of three colours
simultaneously, where the intensity is more or less equal to the dominant
colour, or effects involving other colour patches or impregnated with texture,

colours, or nuanced edges. For instance, the most common modes in the Vingt
Regards are Modes 2 and 3 of limited transposition and they correspond to the
third type of colouration. Mode 2 has three transpositions and alternates

semitones and whole tones. The general colours of mode 2 are blue-violet for
the 1st transposition, brown and gold for the 2nd transposition, and green for

the third. A very important theme of the Vingt Regards, the ˝Thème de Dieu˝ is
in mode 2, first transposition. Messiaen (1986: 68) describes its very elaborate

colouring as follows: ‘blue-purple rocks, small cubes sprinkled with gray,
cobalt blue, blue Prussia with some purplish reflections, gold, ruby, red and
purple stars, white stars, black’.

Knowing the relationship between sound and colour in Olivier

Messiaen's music is of particular importance for a deep understanding of his

works. Messiaen confessed in his Traité de rythme, de couleur et d'ornithologie
that the reason he shared his synaesthetic experiences was so that the listeners

can become synaesthetic. Many former students of Messiaen and his wife
Yvonne Loriod are still giving concerts featuring music of Messiaen

accompanied by visual projections. I have included in my Romanian concert

programme movements of the Vingt Regards accompanied by the reading of
excerpts from the Author's Note. This follows the tradition established by the

composer at the premiere of the work. I combine this with the projection of
images of different artwork or stained glass in order to highlight the

relationship between music and colour. The concerts were received with great
interest, which convinces me that I made a very good decision in choosing this
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type of presentation for the Vingt Regards, and I would like very much to

continue to make Messiaen's music better-known and appreciated with new
multimedia projects in the near future.
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OCTAVIAN NEMESCU
Imaginary Music: Sonic Visions and Visual Sounds

Abstract
Imaginary music is a way of playing that does not reveal itself by means
of actual sound. In the place of external voices or instruments, imaginary music
uses an inner, intimate sound realised through imagination. Imaginary playing
is thus individual and non-spectacular, lacking witnesses, reviewers, and even
external observers.
In the works discussed in this essay, the practice of imaginary music
involves a combination of sonic and visual effects. For instance, in my
composition CROMOSON or ODE TO OBJECTS, the visual sensations provoked
by the colour of surrounding objects are translated into sounds in the
imagination of the subject wishing to experiment with such a musical practice.
These inner sounds are based on the natural harmonic series such that colours
can be mapped onto particular sets of harmonics. Depending on the nature of
the visual sensations provoked by the objects, the music-lover’s imagination
creates diverse musical structures that shaped in the subject’s mind,
Similar combinations of sight, sound, thought, and bodily gestures
inform the practice of imaginary music in other pieces. In this essay, other
works I discuss include MULTISYMPHONY no. 1, NON-SYMPHONY V—of the
Endings, and PRESYMPHONY VI. The goal of these pieces is for visual, gustatory,
olfactory, and tactile sensations to be transformed through synaesthetic
perception into imaginary sounds. Thus, the senses would be unified and the
sensory organs turned into musical instruments for the practitioner. As a new
and anti-spectacular musical genre, imaginary music offers the opportunity for
its participants to transcend their own egos in an attempt to improve the self.

In 1975 (40 years ago) I had a revelation of a different kind of music: namely, a

non-externalised performance, to be presented not through the means of

human voice or musical instrument, orchestra or electro-acoustic devices.
Music thus becomes an inner vibration, internalised, intimate, and introverted,
that targets the person and that asks for imagination. It may also be named

“the quiet performance”. Imaginary music is like a person who is hungry for

classical music but who would be deprived at a certain moment of his life of the
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means of externalisation of musical inspiration if he did not have any

instrument at hand—the more so if he were not allowed to sing. In this
situation, the only thing left to do is to express the inspiration of music through

an act of secret performance, made through the imagination, which nobody

except him, the performing subject, can hear. Visual, gustatory, olfactory, tactile

sensations would be transformed, on the basis of synaesthetic perception, into

imaginary sounds. These translations would lead to a musicalisation of the
sensations and to a unification of the senses. This way, all the sensations would

be reduced to sounds, which themselves could be seen, smelled, tasted, or
touched. Sense organs would become the musical instruments of the
performance. The score of this music becomes Nature itself, and the
surrounding grounds experienced in all its sensory possibilities. In the course

of this practice, some sounds or intervals may acquire the status and the power
of arrows, nails, and thunders in the sonorous imaginary. In other words, they

become sonorous weapons in the battle of the subject with his own self and

with his negative, dark ego, with the aim of improving his human condition.
Music conceived in this way may then acquire a transcultural function.

What is imaginary music? It is a new musical genre, among others like

chamber music, symphonic music, opera, ballet, electro-acoustical music,
choral, liturgical (church) music, ambient, pop, jazz, etc. What does it

represent? It represents a reaction against the fragmentation of the senses, the

antithesis of the spectacular, and an anti-performance. My first piece of

imaginary music was composed in 1974–75 and it is named CROMOSON or ODE
TO OBJECTS. The next one, “DO YOU THINK YOU CAN DO IT ALONE?”, was
written in 1976. Some of the ideas I mention above as well as analyses of these

two pieces were published in MUZICA magazine, New Series, xxvi, 3–4 (2015).
Thus, in this paper I will concentrate on other pieces where I continue to
practice imaginary music with visual implications.

MULTISYMPHONY no. 1 is a piece that has two stages of sonorous

crossing. First, there is what I call the non-spectacular and individual stage of
practicing imaginary music, which should last for one second the first time, and
for one minute later on. The purpose of this stage is to prepare the conductor,

the performers, and the audience for the music that they will hear later when
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the piece is performed in concert. In this second stage, when the piece is

performed by a large orchestra, MULTISYMPHONY no. 1 lasts approximately
one hour: a huge period of time compared to the preparatory work of the first
stage.

The first stage of presentation of the imaginary music is designed to

clear the “eye between the eyes” by using two exercises, the first of which is
represented as a vision of acoustic thunder. They are to be presented as
follows:

MULTISYMPHONY (I)

Imaginary music exercises taking place before playing or hearing this piece.

The two exercises should be practiced for a period of n minutes, according to
the desire or the need of each person.
Exercise no. 1

Time: 1 second (1”)
Like THUNDER

B in nose and mouth

A in both hands

This exercise may be repeated several times.

C in the eye between the
eyes (between the
eyebrows)

Afterwards, the following exercise should be performed:

Exercise no. 2, in 7 phases and with a pleasantly-scented flower
Timing: 1 minute (1’)
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1st phase: Inhale

2nd phase: Extended exhale

3rd phase: Extended inhale

B flat

4th phase: Exhale/inhale

Toward the eye between
the eyes (in the middle of
the forehead between the
physical eyes), shining
like a sun.

N.B.: double stay—
timing!
7th phase: Exhale

Spread your exhalation and
your worthy and kind
words about fellow humans
5th phase: Exhale

Afterwards, the breath
floods the nose and the
mouth, on

Flooding beneficially,
lovingly, through the nose
and mostly through the
mouth, over the others
around you

Imagine that A, along with
your breath, bursts from
the base of the spine and
floods to the forehead, the
eyes, and the hands
(toward altruistic deeds)
6th phase: Inhale

It will rise up, bursting
again from the base of the
spine towards the mouth,
nose, and hands on

105
Another piece where imaginary music is co-present with multisensory

implications that give priority to visual cues is NON-SYMPHONY V—of the
Endings. If possible, three stages should be covered in the presentation of the
music. The first one consists of the public presentation of the piece, i.e.,

imaginary music in a spectacular context. During the audition, four energies of
cosmic proportions are exposed, using three sounds from the middle register,

which itself suggests the gravity of the terrestrial level: C – E flat – D or E flat –
C – D.




First is the energy of evaporation, of elevation, of rising, and of
vertical ascendance (A). It covers the medium-high register.

Next is the energy of flooding (B) (examples include rain and
meteorites falling) It covers the high register downward to the




three sounds in the medium register. Both A and B display the
relation of Earth and Sky.

Third is the energy of flowing (C) – from medium to low
register.

Fourth is energy of eruption (D), which has a reversed direction.
The last two relate Earth’s surface with the Underground

If A and D display the overcoming of gravity by demonstrating the archetype

ASCENSIO, B and C display the opposite, the force of gravity grounded on the
melodic archetype of DESCENSIO.

When performed in concert, the first movement of the NON-SYMPHONY

presents a process of implosion (a “black hole”), while the second movement
represents a process of explosion, or a “big bang”.

In the second stage of presenting this work, the four archetypal

energies are practiced in a common ritual around a pond with the participation

of several instrumentalists. These have as landmarks the fir tree for type A

energy, the sun for type B, the drain hole for type C, and a water fountain for
type D. Around the lake many speakers should be positioned, playing a music
concentrated around the minor third from C to E flat to D. This is called “The
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Lake of Tears”, and the three sounds represent the INCIPIT of the FINALIS of
the four energies.

The third stage of presentation, which is non-visual, has an intimate

and internalised character. In it, all five senses are brought together: inner

hearing, smell, sight, taste, and touch. The four archetypal energies plus the
INCIPIT—FINALIS cell from the second stage will be performed for one month

each as inner weapons against personal faults of a moral kind (see Example 1).
This takes place in the following succession:

1. In October, the triad C – E flat – D will be used as imaginary music and
as a weapon against self-confidence exaggerated towards conceit.

2. In November, one should imagine in one’s inner self the melody of the
ascending scale, in the hypostasis of ascension (A) through the smelling

of a burning incense bowl. The INCIPIT E flat – C – D should be used as
a weapon against laziness and the horizontal conscience of existence.

3. In December, the visual image of an icon or of a mantra triggers the

intimate flow of the descending melody using the energy of flooding (B).
E flat – C – D is the FINALIS and a weapon that should diminish
instincts that lead to the committing of actions, deeds, or things that
generate praise, or that excite and maintain fury.

4. In January, the tasting of a bitter root (comestible) should be followed

by the imagination of a descending melody using the energy of flowing

(C). Here, C – E flat – D is the INCIPIT and promotes fighting against the
bodily appetites that lead to lechery.

5. In February, the touch of a crown of thorns should be succeeded by the

discrete flow of the ascending melody using the energy of eruption

(D).E flat – C – D is its weapon against the display of tendencies
towards the lust for power.
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Example 1. Extract of the score for NON-SYMPHONY V

PRESYMPHONY VI is also a piece where imaginary music is practiced

alongside traditional music in the second stage. In the first stage this piece is

presented by a large symphony orchestra led by a conductor. The main
character of the musical speech is the sound interval, which evolves during the

piece, expanding gradually from a minor 2nd until it reaches an augmented 11th
towards the end of the piece.

In the second stage, the twenty-two intervals from the smallest to the

largest that were displayed in the first stage flow together in an individual and

inner practice—a sort of an individual ritual of imaginary music that lasts for
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six years and changes according to the seasons that pass during this time.
During this stage all five senses are convened: inner hearing, smell, sight, taste
and tactile sense (as in NON-SYMPHONY V).

1. In the first year, during autumn, the minor or diminished 2nd is
practiced in the hypostasis of my interval with its own instabilities,
alterations, falls, slides, incapability, agitations, unrests, and dramas.

2. In the second year, named also the year of B, during winter the major
descending 2nd is practiced as my interval with unhappiness,
irregularities, tests and difficulties of others.

3. In the next spring and summer, the major ascending 2nd is practiced,

seen as my interval with the energetic embryo of the vertical
ascendance and of serenity.

4. In the next autumn, the minor descending 3rd is practiced as my
interval of my own helplessness but also with the helplessness of
Nature (aging, shortness of life, suffering, illness).

5. In the next winter, the minor ascending 3rd is practiced with the same
significance.

6. In the third year, the year of C, the major ascending 3rd is verified (in
January and February) in the part of my interval with the greatness of
Nature.

7. In March, the major descending 3rd will be tested as interval offered by
me to all those downcast, depressed, or in a state of sadness or of
bitterness.

8. In April, May, and June I will play or sing the perfect ascending 4 th in an
orchard with blossoming fruit trees or in a seeded field, as the interval
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for the beginning of an activity, of a project, or of a launch (as an
interval for the beginning of an impetus).

9. In July, August, and September, as an exercise of inner music I will

practice the interval of the descending perfect 4th in the hypostasis of
my interval with wise, thoughtful sentiments.

10. In October, November, and December I will practice by playing or

singing the augmented ascending or descending 4th in the part of my

interval with the presence of Evil, of tension and instability in the
World (aging, death, illness, sufferance).

11. In the fourth year, also named the B-flat year, I will test the perfect
ascending or descending 5th, as my interval with the hypostasis of

stability or firmness with the Foundation of things. This project will be

realised by playing or singing, in the case of ascending direction of the
interval, and as imaginary music.
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12. In May, June, July, and August of the same year I will play/sing the

ascending and descending minor 6th as the state of my interval
regarding the frailty of beings. As imaginary music I will try next to hug
sonorously those beings.
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13. The major 3rd is lived (being played or sung) as the interval of jumping,
of liberation, and of the migration of beings from their fleshy condition

or from winter, in September, October, November, and December. Here,

externalised singing is combined with the inner-imaginary singing,
where the body of the practitioner is transformed into the image of the
hailing of those beings.

14. In the fifth year: the C-sharp year, the minor 7th (both ascending and
descending) becomes the interval of antagonisms, of conflicts, of

cosmic (natural) and human roughness. I practice this during January,
February, and March.

15. Next, in April, May, and June the major 7th is practiced as my interval
with the presence of divisions, conflicts, acute asperities, as well as the
fundamental insecurity that exists in this world.

Starting with the ascending perfect octave, I begin practicing my intervals with
the “underworld”, or the world beyond the five senses.
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16. The octave is my interval with the souls of the dead and with whom I

lived in a perfect state of consonance during July, August, September.
The perfect descending octave is also my interval with beneficial
powers, beneficent protectors, and consonance.

17. While the minor 9th becomes my interval for the maleficent powers

(small powers), villains, and is highly dissonant (October, November,
December).

18. In January and in February of the sixth year, called also the D year, the

major ascending 9th is lived as my interval with the souls of those who
are dead and with whom I lived in dissonance or in unresolved conflict
(because of both of us).

19. In March and April the minor ascending 10th becomes my interval with
the souls of the ones that left behind unsolved issues (conflicts, false or

useless teachings, confusions, who lived a dissipated life, full of
prejudice, who were opportunistic, etc.).

20. Major ascending 10th, practiced in May, takes the role of my interval

with the souls of the dead that passed away reconciled and in good
relations with others.

21. Between June and October, the perfect ascending 11th becomes my
interval with an AIM beneath this world.

22. The augmented ascending 11th becomes (during October and
November) my interval with the Source of Supreme Evil that exists in
this World and in my own life.

23. Eventually, in December, the final cadence D# – F – E is established in
the position of the termination of tensions and of all relations and
intervallic conflicts between myself and the exterior world.

MARTA SZOKA
Theatricalisation and visual aspects of the music performance
as exemplified by George Crumb’s output1

Abstract
Music in the twentieth century subjected the domain of performance to
profound transformations. In one of the author’s articles (see Szoka 2001), they
have been grouped into seven categories: new role of the performer, new
technique, new praxis, new notation, new awareness, new psychological
situation, and new aesthetics. These categories refer primarily to the
relationship between the work and its interpreter, and only partly concern the
relationship between the composer and the work and the composer and the
performer. Mauricio Kagel, Luciano Berio, and George Crumb are three
composers who made the intense development of performance techniques an
important and constant part of their styles. But whilst for Kagel the search for
new performance means was part of theatre, and thus the visual and dramatic
aspects were more important than the sound, for Berio, the opening up of new
performance techniques was linked to the idea of virtuosity. In this paper the
author explores the specificities of George Crumb’s attitude towards visual
aspects of performance as indicated in such works as: Night Music I, Star-Child,
Echoes of Time and the River, Lux aeterna, Ancient Voices of Children, Night of the
Four Moons, Vox balaenae, and others. The composer stimulates the listener’s
perception on different levels, referring to the idea of primary syncretism
through the elements of theatricalisation and visual effects (as the use of light,
costume, mime or dancing while performing music on the stage). In addition, the
spatialisation of music through the mutual separation or mobility of the sound
sources has a specific visual-theatrical potential.

Music in the twentieth century subjected the domain of performance to
profound transformations (Szoka 2001), which can be grouped into seven
categories:

This paper is excerpted from Marta Szoka, George Crumb. The Music of Oneiric Visions and Magic
Formulas, Łódź 2011; a shorter version of this paper has also been published in: Principles of
Music Composing: Links between Music and Visual Arts, vol. XII, ed. Rimantas Ianeliauskas
(Vilnius, Lithuania: Lithuanian Music and Theatre Academy, 2012).
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new role of the performer,
new technique,
new praxis,

new notation,

new awareness,

new psychological situation,
new aesthetics

They refer primarily to the relationship between the work and its

interpreter, and only partly concern the relationship between the composer and
the work and the composer and the performer (a special case here would be
where the composer is the sole performer of his work). George Crumb, regarded

as an innovator in performance techniques, especially in the case of pianistic
and vocal techniques and in the area of percussion instruments, is one of the

composers to have played a significant role in several of these categories, above

all new technique, new praxis and new psychological situation. His music will
be considered here as an example of theatre and visual aspects in music
performance. The new role of the performer, involving his joint responsibility

for creating the main acoustic parameters, such as pitch, rhythm, duration and
timbre, seems to interest Crumb to a lesser extent. Known for the exceptionally

precise and detailed performance remarks he includes in his scores, Crumb is
not attracted to open form, total indeterminism or musical graphics, with their
inherent limitless freedom of choice for the performer. His scores are most often

published in the form of a facsimile of the manuscript, so as not to lose any of
the details concerning dynamics, emotional qualities, indications of articulation,

and the distribution of the performers on the stage.2 In addition, they exhibit

graphic notational signs in the forms of his famous circles, spirals, and semicircles. Sound material written on staves that form circles is clarified in terms of

pitch and rhythm. Despite its seemingly improvisational character, Crumb’s
notation is considered to be determinate (Dubinets 1999: 308).

However, the new performance technique in Crumb’s compositions

requires a profound reorientation, particularly on the part of pianists and
A distinctive phenomenon is the poetics of Crumb’s verbal performance markings, such as
cristallino, whimsical, luminous and musingly.
2
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vocalists. The means of articulation are treated in an extreme manner as the
source of new and subtly blended sonorities and dynamics; in the latter area,
the composer’s demands focus above all on a dynamic range close to silence

(nuancing from pppp to p). Unfortunately, even in the most technologically
perfect recording this dynamic scale is flattened out. Hence Crumb has always

stressed the advantage of live performance over recording, the unique

possibility of projecting the performer’s fleeting emotions onto the music –
emotions that cannot be repeated; after all, no two performances are identical.

The composer explained this in an interview in 1993: ‘I’ve never felt the need of
using synthesized sound, although I can admire someone like Davidovsky who

seems to be able to combine live and electronic sound in imaginative ways. My

music really depends on a live situation and includes what I call the “danger

element”.… The composer depends on the performer for a certain kind of
bravura’ (Riis 1993: 47–48). Live performance, with its inherent element of risk

and uncertainty as to the results, is what Crumb values most of all; for him,
electronic music is too ‘safe’ (Smith and Smith 1995: 100).

Andrew Stiller points out the similarity between Crumb’s attitude and

those of Mauricio Kagel and Luciano Berio. All three composers made the

intense development of performance techniques an important and consistent
part of their style. Nevertheless, whilst for Kagel the search for new
performance means was part of theatre, with the visual and dramatic aspects of
the performance more important than the sound, for Berio, the opening up of

the area of new performance techniques was linked to the idea of virtuosity.
‘Berio’s spectacular vocal works for Cathy Berberian provided Crumb with a
model for extended vocal techniques, which, however, he tended to employ

cautiously prior to his association with Jan DeGaetani’ (Stiller 2005: 41). One
further aspect of live performance is the necessity of seeing the performer in

action; even when we are dealing with conventional behaviour by the pianist or

violinist on the stage, it is a kind of choreography, a sort of ballet of gesture or

mime, which for the composer is an inseparable part of the music itself (Cole
and Caras 1982: 123).

Finally, the new psychological situation of the performers of Crumb’s

music is linked to the need to enter into new areas of experience, and demands
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courage in the taking on of challenges not previously encountered. This
category includes such things as the requirement of playing two different

instruments in one work (piano and celesta in Night Music I), an instrument not
one’s own (e.g., percussion played by non-percussionists), singers playing
instruments and, vice versa, instrumentalists singing or using their voice in

some other way (e.g., in Star-Child the male-voice choir plays bells and the

orchestra reads the text of The Apocalypse). In Unto the Hills, the percussionist
must not only speak and whisper, but also play recorder, while in Madrigals
(II/2 and III/1) as well as in Night Music I the instrumentalist must whisper
and whistle; in the last piece, the short motif should be whistled as “the night

bird” does. In Ancient Voices of Children, the soprano plays the glockenspiel, the
mandolinist plays the musical saw and the cymbals, and the oboist plays the

small chromatic harmonica, but the percussionists whisper, speak, and sing.

This kind of “exchange performance” can also be noticed in Black Angels, where
the musicians of the string quartet play maracas and the tam-tam, bow crystal

goblets, sing the motif of Dies irae, shout numerals in seven languages, whisper,

whistle, etc., in addition to playing their stringed instruments. Speaking and
shouting also appear in the pianist’s part in Makrokosmos I, while singing and
whispering appear in Makrokosmos II. In the latter, the pianist must also

imitate the nasal language of the Tambora Indian tribe. In Songs, Drones and
Refrains of Death, the singer plays seven different instruments; in the piece as a

whole, six performers use fifty instruments, including percussion. In Music for a
Summer Evening (Makrokosmos III), percussionists play the alto recorder and

whistle while the pianists use the sanza (Mbira) and crotales. Sometimes the

pianist has to play on glasses that imitate the sound of harmonica, as in Dream
Sequence.

One interesting indication of the music’s dramatisation can be found in

the second song of A Journey Beyond Time (“Joshua Fit de Battle ob Jerico”). The
song contains the description of the famous battle and the composer instructs
the pianist to play the shofar, a sort of natural horn that is the instrument

mentioned in the biblical tradition. In the background, three percussionists
rhythmically repeat the words “Joshua fit de battle”; in combination with the

blowing the shofar ‘eroicamente, potentemente’, this constitutes the elements of

a quasi-theatrical scene. What can be considered as a reference to the southern
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American tradition of gospel singing is the song “Give Me That Old Time
Religion” (from The River of Life), in which musicians rhythmically repeat the

words “Glory, Hallelujah” and clap their hands. Musicians also perform spoken

parts in Echoes of Time and the River, Lux aeterna, and other works. This

compositional strategy even extends to the conductor: in Night Music I, he or
she must play a short phrase on the strings of the piano using hard beaters, and

in the song “When Johnny Comes Marching Home” from the cycle The Winds of
Destiny, he or she has to whistle a short melodic phrase together with the

pianist and four percussionists. Vice versa in Music for a Summer Evening (part
IV), one of the pianists conducts the rest of the group with a baton made of
crotales. Perhaps the most unusual of these role reversals comes in Celestial
Mechanics (parts III and IV), when the pianists’ page-turner must in certain
moments “musically” strike the metal ruler laid across the piano strings and

play harmonics. This moment creates the climax of the piece. Generally
speaking, every instance where the notation of a musical work contains

indications concerning dramatisation, it encroaches on the field of performance
psychology.3

Going beyond conventional means of performance in this way is not so

much the result of a desire to forge a “new psychological situation”; it has more

to do with the idea of transforming an instrument’s “proper” sound to create a

new sound qualities. A violin which sounds like Tibetan prayer stones, a piano

producing a sound reminiscent of a tambourine, or a flute emitting a bird-like
screech, and so on, attest to an expansion of the range of sonorities—itself a
fundamental characteristic of Crumb’s individual style. Yet, the use of a

cardboard tube to perform para-vocal sequences as in Songs, Drones and

Refrains of Death or Ancient Voices of Children should be classified as a

manifestation of a different element of Crumb’s compositional idiom—

dramatisation. As we read in a review of the world premiere of Ancient Voices of
Children from The New York Times: ‘The instrumentalists do not only man
multitudes of chimes and bells and cymbals, drums great and small, harp, toy

piano, mandolin, oboe and musical saw, but also join in the vocalizing, humming
and shouting and finding a thousand subtle and emotionally potent ways to
sustain the score’s darkly magical mood’ (Chase 1986: 3).
3

See Mauricio Kagel, ‘Teatr instrumentalny [Instrumental theatre]’, Res Facta, 3, 1969.
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David Cohen (2002: 11) associates the sequences of nonsense syllables

contained in Ancient Voices of Children with the concepts of Antonin Artaud,

especially his radio drama Pour en Finir Avec le Jugement de Dieu from 1947. In

that play, Artaud plays the xylophone, drums, and gongs in addition to speaking,
and the sound layer contains ‘extraordinary sounds, so exceedingly organic as to

be inhuman … howls and exorcisms … A dialogue of shrieks dotted with the
sounds of cymbals’ (Kolankiewicz 1984: 102–103). This kind of expression was

inspired by Artaud’s contact with Balinese theatre, and it may represent a point
of convergence with Crumb’s interest in the instruments of the gamelan

ensembles of Bali. It seems unlikely, however, that the composer was familiar

with Artaud’s work while he was writing Ancient Voices of Children. Artaud’s
Pour en Finir was recorded in 1947 (a year before the poet’s death), but its

broadcast was banned until 1973—three years after Crumb composed Ancient
Voices of Children.

Revealed here is one of the most crucial elements of Crumb’s aesthetic:

the conviction that music, as the most spiritual and magical of the arts, arises
from the deep strata of the human psyche. It is not surprising, therefore, that

most of the theatrical techniques employed in Crumb’s works have magical or

sacred origins. The ritualism of the gestures, movements, and spatial
arrangements on stage express the composer’s yearning for a primal state of the
unity of art (music) and magic. However, there is no connection here with

religion as such: Crumb represents the traditions of American Presbyterianism,

which is much more modest in terms of ritual forms than the Catholic or
Orthodox strains of Christianity.

But is a return to that primal syncretism possible? In this context,

Crumb’s scepticism towards traditional genres of music theatre, and his

shunning of operatic projects, for example, appears significant.4 The composer
noted the decline of the large musical-theatrical forms as early as the first half of
the twentieth century, stating that since the times of Alban Berg and his

combination of all the currents of operatic-theatrical traditions in Lulu and
Wozzeck ‘nothing of comparable significance has been done’ (Crumb 1980:

At the same time, it is worth drawing attention to the impressive number of choreographic
renditions of Crumb’s work; see Stanley Sadie (ed.), New Grove’s Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, London 2001, vol. 6, p. 738.
4
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119). Hence, the future should bring new solutions for the genres of opera and
choral music, neither of which has been cultivated by Crumb. Of course,

Crumb’s assertion was made quite some time ago, in 1980. Yet during the

second half of the twentieth century, despite works by such composers as
György Ligeti, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and Krzysztof Penderecki, transformative

ideas such as Roman Haubenstock-Ramati’s anti-opera, or the concepts of John
Adams and Philip Glass, or even the experimentation of Heiner Goebbels and
Paweł Mykietyn, to cite but a few examples, not a great deal appears to have

changed. Crumb’s music feels close to the idea of Gesamtkunstwerk, a word
referring to the primary syncretism of art, but to a lesser extent than in Wagner.

Crumb himself is more concerned with stimulating the imagination of the

creator and the receiver and annexing various aspects of aesthetic experience—
the visual and auditory, the sensual and intellectual, the philosophical and

spiritual, and so on—than with maximising the means employed to that end.5
This can be gauged from the quite characteristic narrowing of the means of

dramatisation and the consistency with which the composer remains within
accepted boundaries. ‘The normal way of performing music was becoming too
fixed, stuffy, routine. My processionals, for example, are not only symbols,

they’re an acoustic event. If the musicians are moving in space, that affects the
sound’ (Strickland 1991: 169).

We have already discussed instances where instrumentalists are called

upon to use their voices and singers to play an instrument. Yet, this element

results from the continual expansion of performance techniques in Crumb’s
works. Among the elements of theatricalisation and visual effects, one may

distinguish five categories (N.B., in many cases it may be difficult to separate
one from another):

1. The idea of the procession, or march, as a reference to magical-

sacred rituals. According to Eric Salzmann (1974: 163), this feature represents
Crumb’s individual contribution to the idiom of live performance. However,
Crumb avoids distinct religious associations; in his work, it is a rather abstract

idea, at times metaphoric, but the most important aspects would appear to be

See Suzanne MacLean’s chapter ‘George Crumb, American composer and visionary’, in: Gillespie,
Don C. (ed.) George Crumb: Profile of a Composer, New York: C.F. Peters, 1986.
5
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the acoustic element and references to Charles Ives, as in, for example:

a) Processional for piano, where this idea is suggested by the

title, the ostinato rhythm, and the fixed motion of the chords. At the work’s
climax, they vibrate thanks to the echo effect obtained through the soundless

striking of the same chord an octave higher or lower. Along similar lines,

connotations with a procession are stirred by the slow ostinato of the “seatheme” chords in Vox balaenae.

b) Particularly interesting in the context of theatricalisation is

the last part of the cycle Night of the Four Moons. The beginning of the text is
based on a dialogue and tableau of the moon and a child, inspired by an old
Gypsy ballad. The child here might symbolise a cosmonaut, an intruder who
treads the path of exploration on the Moon, hitherto untouched by human feet;

however, in the epilogue the child and the moon traverse the sky in harmony

and the musicians gradually leave the stage. Beyond the allusion to Haydn’s
“Farewell” Symphony No. 45,6 the fact that a lone cellist is left on the stage by

the other performers, after each of them has struck the crotales, lends the
proceedings a certain ritual flavour.

c) In Crumb’s commentary to Echoes of Time and the River,

subtitled Four Processionals, we read the following: ‘I was thinking of a
processional as a metaphor for a journey through time. I wanted not only the

visual effect, but also the aural effect of the music actually moving through
space’ (Gillespie 1986: 36). Although this work is not intentionally

programmatic, the composer seeks to employ acoustic means in order to grasp
metaphysical and psychological aspects of time. This inevitably triggers

associations with space, from which it is just a short hop to the concept of an
orchestra that is active offstage as well as onstage, as well as altering its internal

distribution. Selected musicians undertake a sort of parade around the stage

according to the score’s scrupulous instructions on tempo and the rhythm of
steps. In movement I (Frozen Time), three percussionists enter the stage in

stop-start motion (like a freeze-frame), and a mandolin player leaves the stage as

he performs his solo part. In movement II (Remembrance of Time), wind
instruments change places on the stage. During movement III (Collapse of Time),
the trumpets, French horns, and trombones enter in place of the flutes and

Another composer who refers to the idea of the “Farewell” Symphony is Alfred Schnittke, in his
Symphony No. 1.
6
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clarinets, who leave from the middle of the stage. Then, in movement IV (Lost
Echoes of Time), the percussion and wind instruments gradually depart from

various parts of the stage and at various moments. Most of these mobile
instrumentalists also play the crotale, as well as whispering, reciting, or shouting

their given text. The verbal element is present here in the form of the motto of
the state of Virginia, a quote from Federico García Lorca’s poem “Los arcos rotos

donde sufre el tiempo”, and single syllables uttered by the musicians. As in Night
of the Four Moons, the element of procession, or choreography, is the source of
the music’s spatialisation, without any religious connotations. But a new aspect

also appears: the “metaphor of travel”. In Echoes of Time and the River, this is a
journey through time symbolised by a river’s continuous movement forwards.

Let us add that the quartet Black Angels is also based on the motif of the soul’s

journey indicated by the subtitles Departure – Absence – Return, and the
metaphysical dimension of the soul’s journey also closes the fifth and final part
of Ancient Voices of Children.

d) We find a humorous reminder of the idea of procession in the

last song from the cycle Voices from a Forgotten World. This is a duet for soprano
and baritone, in which a man’s soul comes to take his beloved to the other

world, and that is literally what happens in performance as the two singers
render the last phrase off-stage.

2. The spatialisation of music7 through the mutual separation or

mobility of the sound sources can be observed also in two other works,
extremely different from one another:

a) In the monumental Star-Child, where in the fourth movement,

Musica Apocalyptica, five of the seven trumpeters distributed around various
parts of the hall (e.g., on the balconies) create the suggestion of apocalyptic

trumpets. Since this work also features the imitation of galloping (tom-toms) as
an allusion to the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, this example can be
ascribed to representations typical of nineteenth-century programme music.

b) In Dream Sequence, crystal glasses of different size are placed

off-stage and gently rubbed in order to create a dreamy, unreal vision of a
An effect involving the illusion of music moving away from the audience was also obtained by
composers of the nineteenth century (e.g. in stage works: military marches, processions, etc.),
and also at the beginning of the twentieth century (Mahler, Ives). This worked mainly through
dynamic differentiation, and a special overlapping of crescendo and decrescendo phases.
7
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sweltering afternoon. It is as if time has come to a halt; the listener immerses

himself in sonorities that are very subtle, dematerialised, and barely perceptible,
with a substantial proportion of silence (rests). As Edith Borroff suggests, ‘Time
has become theatrical’ (1986: 223).

3. Light and costume. Besides the idea of procession and the use of the

spatial aspect, we find further manifestations of theatricalisation and
visualisation in Crumb’s works, such as the use of light, often as part of a kind of
ritualism to the doings on stage, and costume.

a) Vox balaenae for three masked performers (1971) is

essentially a work for amplified flute, cello, and piano. Reaching us from a stage
bathed in a dark blue light, which creates the illusion of an underwater world, is

music that is not a straightforward recreation of an authentic whale voice. The

sound of the three electronically enhanced instruments creates a primordial

aura symbolising the “impersonal forces of nature” (see score). This sonority
often goes beyond the normal sound of a cello or flute, and the masking of the

musicians moving around in virtual darkness creates an ambivalent impression
among listeners: for example, is that high note a cello harmonic or a “singing
flute”? In this work, visualisation, albeit of a static character (except for a brief

mime scene at the end when all the musicians repeat the last phrase without

emitting a sound), helps to forge a fantastical, unreal atmosphere, as if
transporting the listener deep beneath the waves, into conditions that are

completely alien to him. That soundless repeat of the last phrase and the

musicians’ frozen movements seem to lengthen the sounding of the music in the
listener’s mind.8

b) The use of light has a different meaning in Lux aeterna for

five masked performers: soprano and bass vocalists, soprano flute, sitar, and

percussion. All the performers, including the conductor, are dressed in black and
appear in black masks. The musicians playing the flutes and the sitar should be
sitting on the stage in the lotus position. Crumb described what transpires on the
stage in detail: before the start, the stage should be completely dark and the

performers—except for the soprano vocalist—are already on stage. Gradually, a
Cf. Russell Steinberg, ‘“Meta-Counterpoint” in George Crumb’s music. Exploring surface and
depths in Vox balaenae’, in: Bruns, Steven, Ben-Amots, Ofer, and Grace, Michael D. (eds.) George
Crumb & the Alchemy of Sound, Colorado Springs: Colorado College Music Press, 2005, p. 211 ff.
8
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dark red light appears, and the soprano slowly enters and lights a candle placed

centrally at the front of the stage. Then, the performance begins. Towards the

end of the work, the singer slowly approaches the candle and puts it out. The
red light gradually fades. A dancer may also be added to the performance, as the

work is designed with dance refrains. The dance should be quasi-ritual, and the

burning candles may be a focal point for the dance activities, underscoring the
symbolism of the light.

c) Crumb also includes the use of light in Eleven Echoes of

Autumn. This is to be either a dark green or dark blue light that stays the same

during the whole work, or a dark blue light at the beginning that gradually,
imperceptibly, brightens until it reaches the bright redness of the beginning of

part VIII, then gradually fades into the complete darkness at the beginning of the

last part. In addition to playing their instruments, the musicians perform other
tasks, as when the flautist and the clarinettist change their position from seated

to standing in order to play into the piano case or the violinist whistles to
“colour” the sound of the harmonics. Although this is a purely instrumental

work, the above-mentioned phrase from Lorca’s poem (‘…and the broken
arches where time suffers…’) appears three times, each time whispered by
musicians before the solo cadences in the central movements V, VI, and VII. Note

that Eleven Echoes of Autumn is the earliest of the works discussed in the
context of the theatricalisation of performance means. It is the composer’s first

essay on the path that they mark out: the expansion of the range of sonorities

and performance means, the use of space and the performers’ mobility, and the
use of light. In this context, it is also worth drawing attention to the options

specified by the composer for the performance of Dream Sequence, where the
performers are hidden behind a silk screen and illuminated by spotlights in such
a way that their shadows appear on the screen.

4. The use of mime in the ending of Vox balaenae is not an isolated

case. The composer allows for the inclusion of dancing in both Lux aeterna and
Ancient Voices of Children. The idea of performing the latter work with dance and
mime is particularly justified here on account of the two instrumental interludes:

Dances of the Ancient Earth and Ghost Dance. The poetic structure of the song

texts, meanwhile, suggests another means of rendering the work more dramatic
(see below).
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5. Dialogue forms. The very first song in Ancient Voices of Children

contains the image of a boy seeking his voice in a drop of water, but the poem is

written from the position of a narrator who does not want the voice to speak.

There are thus three entities present in this piece: two personal subjects and a

voice which is separated from the boy and treated as though it were a person.
The “search” for the voice is conveyed by the shaping of the vocal part, in which

asemantic material appears three times as syllables uttered with different

articulation. The closing part is sung by a boy soprano off-stage—this is like the
acoustic expression of the search. Steven Bruns writes (1993: 29):

The appearance of the boy at the end of Ancient Voices is
perhaps the most touching moment in the entire piece, and it is
impossible to imagine its impact merely from the score or a

recorded performance. The dramatic impact of witnessing the

young child as the embodiment of an idealized, absolute
innocence is reminiscent of two … Mahlerian antecedents.

Meanwhile, the third song is in the form of a dialogue between the

lyrical subject (the heroine) and an imagined, desired child; it contains

questions, rhetorical devices, and cries. The text comes from the play Yerma, in
which the fragment in question is sung as a solo by the heroine on stage. In

Crumb’s setting, the interrogative phrases are performed by a soprano and the
quasi-answers by the off-stage boy soprano, thus underscoring the unreal

nature of the child’s character. This time, the two parts are rhythmic speech in
different registers, but without specified pitch. A dialogue between the voices

also appears in the close of the cycle (song V) as the boy walks slowly across the

stage to the piano and sings into its case. These are asemantic motives, like
nonsense banter between the two characters. Syllables like those at the
beginning of the first song return, and the introduction of an echo technique
symbolises gradual separation.

In the cycle Federico’s Little Songs for Children, we again have the moods

and motives from Ancient Voices of Children. The most powerful associations
with theatrical situations are aroused by the last song, no. VII, built on a simple

dialogue. In the soprano part, that dialogue is represented through the
differentiation of pitch, rhythm and articulation. The very simple, diatonic, naive
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motives of the child are juxtaposed with the dramatic, melismatic phrases of the

mother. A similar differentiation between the child’s voice and voice of the

moon, also employing acting techniques, is required in the last part of Night of

the Four Moons, whilst a dialogue in “Casida de las Palomas Oscuras”, from Songs,
Drones and Refrains of Death, is based on varied vocal techniques.

Despite Crumb’s unquestionable fascination with the poetry of Federico

García Lorca, he does not turn to the Spanish poet’s stage plays. Nevertheless,

the lyrical texts chosen by the composer appear to display a certain theatricality,
or ‘visual-theatrical potential’ (Steinitz 1975: 13). In Lorca’s work, Crumb found
not just an affinity of ideas or moods, but also a source for his formal

conceptions. In her preface to a Polish edition of Lorca’s texts, Urszula Aszyk

writes: ‘On one hand, this was theatre that reached back to the very origins of
all spectacle—to ritual and masks; on the other, it was experimental in the areas

of aesthetics and form, and in its day it could have been perceived as avantgarde’ (1998: 12). Let us add that the “time” of Lorca’s works was the Europe of
the 1930s, but also the Spain of the second half of the 1950s, after the loosening
of the Franco regime.

The concepts and ideas of Lorca’s theatre that were transferred to music

of the avant-garde and postmodern (note that the peak period in Crumb’s
oeuvre was 1960–80) can hardly be regarded as experiments, if only because of
the existence of the genre of instrumental theatre. The chief theorist of

instrumental theatre in Poland, Bogusław Schaeffer, considers that the essence
of that genre is ‘word, gesture, movement and fragmentary action combined in

terms of musical integration’ (1975: 222). However, a definition worded in this
way does not apply to Crumb’s intentions. For him, the music, as composed of
sounds, noise, and silence, and only occasionally with the participation of words

and movement, remains the primary element. The origins of the two
phenomena are also different: according to Schaeffer, instrumental theatre grew

out of a need to render concerts of electronic music—rather tedious in the
traditional configuration of tape and listener—more dramatic. Mauricio Kagel,
in turn, is closer to a search for new forms of expression where improvisation

meets ‘happening’ and composed music. Invoking the examples of such works

as John Cage’s Piano Concerto, Dieter Schnebel’s Das Urteil, La Monte Young’s

126

Poem for Chairs, Tables, Benches, etc. and his own Sonant, he reduces the
essence of instrumental theatre to the following principles (1969: 54):
a) ‘the means of theatrical play are not specified in advance,

b) movement is a fundamental part of instrumental theatre and
is taken into account in a musical composition,

c) the basic idea involves the sound sources remaining in a state
of continual transformation’

Whilst the latter two of these ideas, namely, the aspiration to spatialise music by
changing the placement of the sound sources in respect to one another or to the
listener, occurs often in Crumb’s work, the first of Kagel’s principles,

indeterminate means, does not. As we know, Crumb describes in precise detail
the elements of theatricalisation that he allows for and intends to appear in his

works, and his opposition to the principles of indeterminism confirms that we
are not dealing here with instrumental theatre as a genre. His works are always
created in accordance with the principles of musical composition, that is, of a
musical work that is characterised by being finished and closed, and not of a

theatre spectacle, drama, or happening, even though he does employ some
elements of these techniques. Through theatricalisation, Crumb stimulates the

listener’s perception on different levels, referring back to the idea of primary

syncretism between visual and auditory systems; however, his concepts are
never based on an aleatory playing that brings unforeseeable results.

As Bohdan Pociej noted in his 1970 article, a fundamental impulse for
instrumental theatre is a ‘protest against form’, and, at the same time, it is a kind
of provocation for an audience accustomed to the traditional relationship
between creator, performer and receiver. This ‘paradox of superficially
(anarchically) conceived freedom’, in Paciej’s words, is also inapplicable to
Crumb’s creative idiom. On one point we concur with Schaeffer: the extent of
the links between music and theatre is not exhausted either by traditional or
contemporary opera or by the concepts devised by representatives of
instrumental theatre such as Kagel, Stockhausen, Hiller, and Schaeffer. As
Schaeffer (1975: 223) writes, ‘The connections that might arise between such
parameters as sound, movement, semantic and phonic word, gesture and
rhythm’ are only partially known, but we undoubtedly owe part of that
knowledge to the works of George Crumb.
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BIANCA ŢIPLEA TEMEŞ
Optical Illusions à la Ligeti: Clocks or Clouds?

Abstract
A poetic recycling of mechanisms and shifting gears, the imagery of the
clock permeates Ligeti’s music and has become emblematic for the composer’s
playing with time against all the laws of physics. Influenced by the writings of
Gyula Krúdy and Karl Popper, and by the images of Dalí’s melting watches,
Ligeti creates a musical aesthetic of his own which bends time’s arrow
according to arbitrary rules while its sound oscillates between maximum
entropy and suspended time and between New Realism and Impressionism.
In Ligeti’s music, one discovers clocks that are temporally adrift, clocks
that annihilate the flow of time, demoniac clocks, and reckless metronomes
that juxtapose different temporal strata in an apparently uncontrollable game
of pulsations.
By devising personal strategies of disrupting the gears of time, Ligeti
reaches the definitive optical illusion, in which all the clocks melt away,
morphing into clouds. As the mere residue of disintegrated mechanisms, the
clouds represent the ultimate corollary of the Ligetian clocks, an extreme, yet
organic trompe l’oeil - trompe l’oreille. The composer merges visual and
sonorous opposites, evoking Maurits Escher’s graphics by transmogrifying his
original models and playing with the resultant skewed perspectives. At the
same time, Ligeti recalls the Op Art movement and its most noteworthy
representative Victor Vasarely by intensively employing a moiré pattern in his
music and by investing his scores with a high level of abstraction.
The Poème Symphonique for 100 Metronomes, Clocks and Clouds,
Continuum, excerpts from the Chamber Concerto, episodes from the String
Quartet No. 2, Les Horloges Démoniaques from Nouvelles Aventures, his Piano
Studies, and many other titles show that for Ligeti the clock, and hence time
itself, is a premise for controlled sound disorder, and one reason why the work
of this Transylvanian-born composer can be perceived as an art in which
‘clocks float and clouds tick.’

As alternative metaphors for Chronos and Aion, clocks and clouds comfortably
populate the pages of Ligeti's scores of the 1960s and 1970s. Far from

signalling a dilemma, the title of this essay is meant to capture the manner in
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which the two dimensions complement one another, and, above all, the art by
which each element becomes a derivative of the other.

In his compositions, Ligeti uses skilful technical manoeuvres to

eliminate the distinction between chronological and phenomenological time as
set forth by Adorno (2006: 103). The transitional zone between these two

temporal states becomes the composer's favoured field of action. As a realm of
ambiguity par excellence, the medium uniting the two polar opposites provides

the fertile creative ground that facilitates optical and acoustic illusions and

challenges the very act of perception so that the listener is forced to develop
new strategies for listening.

It is essential to start by defining the two typologies (clocks and clouds)

and to determine the point of origin of the musical correspondences that Ligeti

draws between them. Viewed through the mechanics and mechanisms in music,
Ligeti's oeuvre offers a unique case study. The analyst need not search for

suggestions, double meanings, or latent content, for the idea of gear-shifts is
present in Ligeti's work in its raw state, directly on the surface of the text in the
form of whimsicalities that underpin the abstract narratives.

In particular, the writings of Gyula Krúdy and, later, of Karl Popper

sparked the imagination of the composer, who converted the literary text into

musical images of precise time-measuring mechanisms that end up in irregular

beats on the staff or crystallised in long passages of sonorous haze. Poème
symphonique for 100 metronomes, Clocks and Clouds, fragments from the

Chamber Concerto and Les Horloges Démoniaques from Nouvelles Aventures, all
bear the hallmarks of Ligeti's style of the 1960s and 1970s: a perfect and
meticulously directed chaos dictated by mechanisms that defy consensus.

This mimesis, which paradoxically binds the technical to the poetic, also

involves an ancillary component that allows the composer's genius to express

itself freely: namely, the delight with which the breakdown and failure of

mechanical objects are re-purposed as creative tools, whereby error is
legitimised through its creative power. The deliberately induced error is a key
factor that triggers the almost Escherian metamorphosis by which clocks are
gradually converted into clouds, and clouds into clocks, creating a flowing
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circuit between measured time and suspended time (compare Examples 1a
and 1b). It is clear from the start that the temporal dimension represents the
screen on which Ligeti's optical illusions take shape.

Example 1a. M.C. Escher, Metamorphosis III (fragment)
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Example 1b. György Ligeti, Clocks and Clouds (excerpt)

Over the centuries, the mechanism of the clock has been evoked in

sound through its regular beats, which are synonymous with an isochronous

flow of time (see Haydn's Symphony No. 101 “The Clock” or the “Midnight”
scene from Prokofiev's Cinderella ballet, to name just two examples). Atrophied
in its monotonous rhythm, time was easy to reproduce, consonant as it was
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with the metro-rhythmic system promoted at those times and based solely on

regular accents. The clock embedded in the story is therefore a programmatic
suggestion available to composers, including those of the twentieth century.

In Ligeti’s works, however, he defines time as a flexible parameter,

treated as a dimension of the musical material. Along with composers such as

Charles Ives1, Gérard Grisey2, Brian Ferneyhough3 and the Romanian Anatol
Vieru4, Ligeti is among those who have exploited this musical parameter by

corrupting its basic characteristics. In his music, the composer does not “fill”
the time, but creates it; his pieces are not placed in time, but are woven from

temporal substance. With his well-known ingenuity, Ligeti used Chronos
(empirical time) and Aion (eternal, unbounded time) as two poles between

which he wove a relationship by creating and juxtaposing multiple temporal
folds. Ligeti's manner of composition places him somewhere between New

Realism and Impressionism, and therefore his scores reveal a vitiated,
tarnished Chronos and a contaminated Aion, while the gate of communication
between the two facets of Time as a raw material can be accessed in both
directions, as in a Bergsonian wave-like temporal continuum.

As a poetic recycling of mechanisms and shifting gears, the clock

becomes for Ligeti a mere pretext for playing with time, a to-and-fro between

maximum entropy and suspended time. The composer embarks on a
permanent diagonal excursion between the world of clocks and that of clouds,

which absorb each other's traits and end up merging into one another.
However, this adroit manoeuvre is not a musical artifice that the composer

figured out after acquainting himself with modern compositional techniques
beyond the Iron Curtain. According to his own testimony, it is a recollection of

some inappropriate childhood reading, and more precisely, of the tales of Gyula
Krúdy (Ligeti 1983: 17):

The Unanswered Question (1906 / rev. 1934).
Tempus ex machina (1979), Le temps et l'écume (1988-1989), Vortex Temporum (1994–96).
3 Chronos and Aion (2007–2008).
4 The Sieve of Eratosthenes (1969), Clepsydre I (1969), Symphony No. 2 (1973), Tachycardies
(1973).
1
2

I was a child, I must have been about five, when, I came upon a
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volume of Krúdy’s short stories, which was a book quite

unsuitable for children; someone gave it to me by mistake. …

One of the stories was about the widow living in a house full of

clocks ticking away all the time. The meccanico-type music

really originates from reading that story as a five-year-old, on a
hot summer afternoon. Afterwards, other everyday experiences

came to be added to the memory of the house full of ticking

clocks; images of buttons we push and a machine would start
working or not, as the case may be, lifts that sometimes work

and sometimes do not, or stop at the wrong floor; the Chaplin

film, Modern Times, one of the great movie experiences of my

childhood. Recalcitrant machinery, unmanageable automata
have always fascinated me.

These triggered in Ligeti the mechanism of imaginative associations and

generated a constellation of sonorous responses, on a greater or lesser scale.
These readings underpinned the emergence of an axiom of convergence
whereby an entire factory of deliberately imperfect sonorous mechanisms
created sound constructions verging on the ethereal. The old widow's house

crammed with time-measuring instruments is an image captured from Krúdy's
texts, which haunted Ligeti from his childhood. In Krúdy’s tales, the isolated

house located in the midst of the Hungarian plain where time seems to have

stood still, is enlivened by a multitude of clocks and barometers that tick at
different paces.

It is this contrast between the two faces of temporality in Krúdy's

writings that carried the germinating seeds of Ligeti's music of the ‘60s, which

consisted of two types of compositions: static and dynamic. What clearer and
more straightforward example of these random polymetrics could there be

than the Symphonic Poem for 100 Metronomes, in which each metronome is set
at a different tempo? This piece, a faithful reflection of Krúdy’s room crammed

with machinery, offers a fairly obvious thematic return to the Hungarian
writer's tale. With its Dada-esque charm and paradoxical construction—half

rigorously controlled (the pre-established tempo of each metronome), and half

134

left in the hands of chance (the duration of the ticking until each device winds
down)—the piece has established itself as a symbol of modernity.5

Beginning from this musical projection of the house full of metronomes

and clocks ticking at different rates, Ligeti perfected a series of techniques of

disrupting the inner gears of the machines as a means of defying the
monotonous logic of composition. His methods, as simple as they are effective,

act as genuine alchemical processes by which the mechanical gears are turned
into amorphous conglomerates.

1. The most widespread technique of converting clocks into clouds is

the juxtaposition of different temporal strata, itself an idea borrowed from the

American Charles lves. This results in a controlled loss of co-ordination of the
vertical and horizontal durations. The multitude of internal clocks gradually

dissipates into cloud formations (should we call them “cumulonimbus”?),
leaving us suspended in a state of punctiform buoyancy.

Example 2 shows how an entire string quartet can turn into an

uncontrollable mechanism whose parts are no longer synchronized in their
operation. Vertically, the isorhythmic layout is deliberately compromised, as
Ligeti plays freely with irrational juxtapositions of rhythmic patterns that

combine at first seven, six, five, and four note values, then eight, seven, six, and
five note values per unit of time, thereby increasing or decreasing the density
of pulsation according to algorithms that are paradoxically left to chance.

Composed almost a decade after Symphonic Poem for 100 Metronomes but showcasing a similar
aesthetic approach, the piece Cardiophonie (1971) by the Swiss composer Heinz Holliger
produces an opposite effect (that of continuous acceleration). Like Ligeti, Holliger was a disciple
of the Hungarian composition teacher Sándor Veress, with whom Holliger studied in Switzerland.
5
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Example 2. György Ligeti, String Quartet No. 2,3rd movement, bars 1- 10

2. Another effective strategy used by Ligeti to deliberately sabotage the

functioning of mechanical gears is the technique of manufacturing defects or, in
more academic terms, the rhetoric of the built-in error.

This category includes, among others, the piano study Touches bloquées

[Blocked Keys]; its score indicates to the performer that certain keys of the

piano are to be held down silently until further instructions. As the piece

continues, the performer is required to strike even the non-sounding keys,
thereby creating gaps in the sequence of sounds. The instrument will thus
acquire from the start the efficiency of an imperfect machine, creating the

sonorous effect of a fabric devoured by moths. In this case, the kinetic murmur
of the clocks gradually slows down, letting the sieve-like cloud formations take
over. On a philosophical level, we detect a reflection of that ‘time covered with
knots’ evoked by Gaston Bachelard in his writings (2000: 81).
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This aesthetic of error and of the deliberate debilitation of a mechanism

is clearly described by Ligeti. In an interview in Vienna in 1981 with French
musicologist Pierre Michel (1995: 200), the composer confesses that he prefers

an order that is vitiated by error and that he loves imperfections and
irregularities.6 It therefore follows that error is a creative force in Ligeti's
music, giving rise to a new poetics of disrupted gears, and an ideal pretext for
shaking off the chains of Chronos.

3. It is in the same spirit that a third technique of inducing disruptions

arises, which entails the morphing of clocks into clouds: a disruption derived
from altering the state of aggregation.

In the Chamber Concerto, a piece with clear references to the String

Quartet No. 2 in its mechanical part, the music places additional emphasis on
temporal dilution, or on the melting of the clocks. The transition from the

precise juxtaposed beats of differently set clocks towards their dilution into a
suspended, indefinite temporal flow is an obvious allusion to the fine arts that

evokes Salvador Dalí's soft watches from The Persistence of Memory in Ligeti's
manuscripts. Thus, we can identify a method of musical psychokinesis that

results in a sense of a decaying, collapsing time, or, in other words, in a time
crumbled inside the clocks.

The phenomenon described above is easy to liken to the processes of

thermodynamics, and is heavily grounded in the theories of Karl Popper,

particularly that found in his 1972 article ‘Of Clouds and Clocks’, a title that
Ligeti finds filled with poetic substance. In this study, Popper describes how
natural phenomena can be quantified either by precise measurements, or
simply by statistical methods (conglomerates). Here we find a perfect

congruence with Ligeti's static and dynamic musical types, except that the

artist creates a relentless transfer between the two registers, always
speculating on the deceptive realm of the trompe l'oeil. The shift is so gradually
and masterfully achieved that the listener will not realise when the clouds melt

The original reads: “Je veux un certain ordre, mais un ordre un peu désordoné. Je crois que l’art
est quelque chose de très humain, qui doit contenir des erreurs et ne pas être froid. /.../ Cela
signifie la possibilité de créer un ordre personnel et de laisser des erreurs, des imperfections.
/.../ J’aime les irregularités”. Pierre Michel, György Ligeti, 2nd ed., Paris: Minerve, 1995, p. 200.
6
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into clocks and the clocks into clouds. It is therefore not by accident that

musicologists have defined Ligeti's music as one in which ‘clocks float and

clouds tick’ (Koch 2003: 39), thus placing the composer at the crossroads
between the harmonious absurd and the magical nonsense.

4. A fourth trick that Ligeti uses to compromise the functioning of a

mechanism is the juxtaposition of perfectly identical, but minimally phaseshifted rhythmic continuities, which evoke a moiré pattern both visually and
aurally. The phenomenon is easy to follow in Clocks and Clouds where the

three-, then four-, five-, and six-note cell is repeated successively by all the
instruments in divisi at a minimal rhythmic distance, cancelling the sensation of
mechanical cadence and turning into a sonorous background anchored in a
holographic temporal dimension (see Example 3).

© 2015 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz – Germany

Example 3. A moiré pattern compared with György Ligeti, Clocks and Clouds, bars
21-25

138

This effect resonates strongly with the works of the graphic artist

Victor Vasarely and with the artistic movement Op Art, initiated by him in the
1960s and 1970s (see Example 4). Sensitive to developments in both science

and the arts, Ligeti could hardly remain indifferent to this trend initiated by the
Hungarian-born artist.

The density of experience, as Stockhausen put it (1959: 68) transforms

the mechanism into an aggregation so that the discourse thus saturated with
substance precludes discernment of the details within the whole in favour of

an experience of the overall effect. The listener is left with the aural illusion of a

dense cloud, although a cumbersome number of high-precision clocks are
juxtaposed within its structure.

Example 4. Op Art graphics by Victor Vasarely

Ligeti's highly original manner of handling a broad arsenal of

techniques in his precise exploration of the expressive potential of error and

gear failures provoked Pierre Laurent Aimard, one of the best-known
performers of Ligeti's piano music, to challenge the composer to an
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unconventional dialogue. Aimard asks: ‘Are you someone who breaks down
mechanisms?’ To which Ligeti replies, ‘Not really.’ Then, as if slinging arrows at

René Thom's theories, Aimard insists: ‘Are you then someone who organises
catastrophes?’ The composer defends himself: ‘Not so either. It's just children's

games.’7 Ligeti's answer is utterly disarming. It betrays a playful creative spirit
that tests our vigilance and never ceases to surprise us with the effects created
in his score. By using techniques such as filtering, essentialization, or
elaboration, the composer proves that the demoniac clocks are, in fact,
overpopulated angelic clouds, while the cloud formations carry within them

thousands of lethargic clocks that levitate in frozen time. The key to

distinguishing the difference between the two stances lies only in our
willingness to allow ourselves to be captivated by Ligeti's play with optical

illusions, straddling the fine line between the real and the oneiric, while
inevitably using the filtering glasses of Escher's impossible perspectives.

This dialogue is found in the film Trois Études pour piano de György Ligeti, dir. Arnaud de
Mezamat and Elisabeth Coronel, Abacaris Films, Arte France, 1985/2001. In the original it is as
follows:
Aimard: - Est'ce que vous êtes un destructeur de mécanismes?
Ligeti : - Pas vraiment.
Aimard : - Alors êtes-vous un organisateur de catastrophes?
Ligeti : - Ça non plus; ce sont des jeux d'enfants.
7
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