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Background in history and philosophy of music. The challenge of delineating complex,
discontinuous structures has characterised both the evolution of post-1945 piano music, and the
radical theoretical shift towards post-structuralism in contemporary philosophy. While
references to music as composed and heard are evident in the writings that constitute this
theoretical shift (e.g. Deleuze 1980), the particulars of performance have remained
disproportionately underrepresented in post-structuralist discourse (Stefanou, 2004).
Considerable mileage thus remains to be covered in the study of non-structuralist views on
performance practice, both as historical documents, and as emerging paradigms in the
philosophy of music.
Background in music performance. To interpret post-tonal music one is often faced with a
quintessentially practical line of questioning: If structure equals divisibility (Cage, 1949), how
can the learning process adapt to compositions that seem to resist fixity and segmentation? Can
the structuring of a performance reflect the structure of the music performed, when the latter
resists a linear interpretation?
Aims. By exploring the notion of continuity as one of the first challenges brought about by the
postwar re-definition of musical structure, we identify concepts and modes of navigation that
address the processes and physical details of interpretation as well as unveiling historically
resonant appropriations of philosophical terminology and conceptual imagery
Main contribution. This approach synthesizes history, philosophy and performance practice.
Its outlook is practical in that it addresses the small- and large-scale issues of performative
continuity. Its scope is historically construed, as it focuses on the redefinition of such concepts
as “reading” and “structure” and their implications for compositional and performing practices.
Its conceptual basis is philosophically argued, as it employs the tropes and concepts that
emerge in post-structuralist thinking and extends their application towards a new framework.
Implications. The proposed set of structural approaches can assist performers as well as
musicologists in grappling with complex formations. It can also foster a practical exploration of
post-structuralist ideas in music, strengthening the associations between philosophical,
musicological and performance studies scholarship. The typology proposed here operates inbetween categories, and in so doing, it proposes inter-structures which retain the fluid character
of the compositions discussed.
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A significant, yet little discussed stage in the post-war internationalization of avantgarde sensibilities, concerns the history of the first English translation of Antonin
Artaud’s Le Théâtre et son double in the 1950s. As recently discussed in the context
of Cage studies (Holzaepfel 2002; Zuber 1999), the initiative for this translation was
apparently set in motion thanks to a purely practical concern, when pianist David
Tudor agreed, at markedly short notice, to give the first U.S. performance of Boulez’s
Second Piano Sonata. In preparing the Sonata, Tudor found his abilities challenged as
never before, and began to search for a tool that would assist the physical
memorization, formal understanding and aesthetic delivery of the piece. The remedy
was ultimately found in “Proposal”, a 1948 Boulez article with a passing reference to
the theatrical aesthetic of Antonin Artaud. The mention urged Tudor to study Artaud’s
writings, and unlocked an entire spectrum of possible ways into the sonata’s structure.
His enthusiasm was conveyed to Cage, Feldman and an entire circle of composers and
artists between 1950 and 1952, cultivating their interest in Artaud, and prompting
Tudor’s companion, Mary Caroline Richards, to obtain rights for the translation of Le
Théâtre et son double (Holzaepfel, 2002, pp. 171, 265). Its publication subsequently
paved the way for a long and profuse line of Artaudian influence in postwar American
theatre and performance art, starting with Cage’s own happenings.
For all its historical significance, the above chain of events begs another rather
important question: what was the nature of the challenge Tudor encountered in the
Second Sonata, and what purported match did he find between the serially derived
polyphony of Boulez’s sonata form, and Artaud’s polemical – but avowedly
theoretical – writings on theatre?
According to later interviews, one of the biggest problems for Tudor concerned
continuity, and the effort to maintain it in real time, while all notated elements
appeared profoundly disjunct when played.
“I’d always been well known for my ability to handle complex scores – but this time I
found a sort of constant breakdown in the continuity… I became vitally concerned that
it would be full of lapses and holes… Boulez had written no counterpoints, no second
voices, and you couldn’t subordinate any voices at all, as there was nothing leading,
nothing on which the music centered itself” (Tudor 1972, p. 24).

This very lack of centre that Tudor describes could easily be ascribable to the
substitution of tonal references with non-hierarchical pitch series, and the fact that
Boulez’s motifs did not develop on an organic, but on a systematic, principle.
Nevertheless, the key that Tudor reportedly identified in Artaud operated on a
different plane altogether. It was a radically new approach to the interpretation and
articulation of structure, which he would later term “aesthetic violence”:
“All of a sudden there was a different way of looking at musical continuity, having to
do with what Artaud called the affective athleticism… It was a real breakthrough for
me, because my musical consciousness in the meantime had changed completely… I
had to put my mind in a state of non-continuity – not remembering – so that each
moment is alive” (Tudor , quoted in Holzaepfel 2002, p. 171).).
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The state of non-continuity referred to here is most probably an extrapolation of
Artaud’s idea of “anarchic dissociation”, and his demand for performers who would
act without resorting to associative practices and consequential thinking. The
language of theatre, for Artaud, was a language of hieroglyphs, objects which do not
refer to one another but function only as momentary condensed utterances. Whether
this momentary nature of the hieroglyph acted as a conceptual analogy to the
emerging sense of “moment form” in post-1950’s music is difficult to ascertain, but
its influence appears to be historically pervasive: fast forwarding thirty years later,
one encounters the Baudelairean quote Tout est hieroglyphique (everything is
hieroglyphic) as a preface to Brian Ferneyhough’s Lemma – Icon – Epigram (1981).
From both a compositional and a performative perspective, the similarities between
those two works are few and far between. As a historic document, Boulez’s Second
Sonata forms a celebrated example of serially derived, rigorously controlled
polyphony, while Ferneyhough’s Lemma–Icon–Epigram is a visually-driven exercise
in “non-discursive argumentation” (Ferneyhough 1995, p. 246). Structurally, if the
Boulezian process is essentially the multiplication of a basic essence, Ferneyhough
positions himself at the other end of the spectrum (see Toop 1990, pp. 62-64, 98): the
aim is to start “from the multiplied mass and gradually through various processes
focus down to the given” (Ferneyhough 1995, p. 264).
So far, interpretative views of Boulez have centred along what Frank Cox has termed
the “high-modernist model of performance practice … now synonymous with morally
responsible perfomance”:
“This model is based on the ideal of a noise-free, … direct-functional relationship
between 1) notation, as indicating tasks demanding responsible technical mastery, 2) …
an adequate “realization,” in which all notes are correct, all the rhythms are accurately
realized, al the dynamics, phrasing marks etc., are audibly projected, and 3) ideal
perception, which should be able to measure, based on the score, the correspondence of
the former two aspects, and even more ideally, perceive composed relationships from
responsible realizations” (Cox 2002, pp. 71-2).

On the other hand, Ferneyhough chooses to problematise the
“unstable interface: performer/notation, the deeply artificial and fragile nature of this
often naively unquestioned link, which constantly stresses the fictionality of the work
as a graspable, invariant entity, as something that can be directly transmitted”
(Ferneyhough 1995, p. 5)

The medium for this exploration is an almost impenetrable notation, densely
homogeneous at every juncture. Not only does this challenge the performer’s
intellectual and physical abilities, but, more importantly, it begs the investigation of
individual prioritisation and selection paths as well. Each path can transmit a
different, though never quite total, amount of information; thus the work
paradoxically operates in quasi-open form terms. Despite the fact that this kind of
notational strategy is always combined with traditionally controlled parameters, it is
evident that it introduces a third, spatial dimension at any given cross-section of the
work. The resulting dialectics between the forward-moving linearity of the musical
time and the almost infinite working out of a sonic event on the vertical plane,
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become the performer’s “personal exercitium, a ritual practice of living
reconstitution” (Ferneyhough 1995, p. 7). Rather than being representable by a kind
of “mental image” during learning, the work therefore demands a perpetually
refineable navigational model on the part of the performer.
One thing that transpires from the above is that the connecting thread between Boulez
and Ferneyhough’s “hieroglyphic” examples is nowhere to be found in the purely
textual domain of “reading” scores as authored works, not least because the very
model of works as fully legible, repeatable texts is at stake here. As an alternative, we
wish to propose that what connects the two instances is born out of a performative
need to navigate their projected structures, and graft cogent interpretative pathways in
sound. The hieroglyph, in the above contexts, is therefore much more than a mere
metaphor or a reading strategy. It takes on the role of a conceptual tool, and it is also a
structural and spatial modus operandi, which enables a schematization of sorts, albeit
not a permanently fixed one. Its meaning has been rendered indecipherable through
layers of time, but remains present; it grafts itself in space as a three-dimensional
marker, a powerful visual object. A hieroglyph is therefore certain, in that it appears
fixed “in stone”, but its meaning is ambiguous and multivalent. In that sense, the
hieroglyph is an inter-structure: it connects textual and performative features, and
theories with practices, without operating exclusively on either one domain. It is also,
crucially, we believe, an inter-structure that stands at the fissure between the
modernist, structuralist paradigm of distilled meaning and context-relative
interpretation on the one hand, and a post-modern, post-structuralist world of
fragments and dissociative moment-forms, on the other.
*

*

*

The consequences of Tudor’s new insight regarding musical continuity were to be far
reaching, not least because an interesting displacement seems to have occurred in the
relationship between text and performance: the Artaudian aesthetic that was originally
adopted by Tudor as an interpretative solution, soon became attached to particular
texts, and even to the historical narrative that would interconnect such texts under a
larger notion of “repertoire”. Tudor recalled the historical moment of his contact with
non-continuity as “a definite breaking point”, after which he “began to see all other
music in those terms” (Tudor 1982). He considered this moment to reflect a more
general “change in the perception of music” that characterized the 1950s (Holzaepfel
2002), and in that light, it should come as no surprise that this new-found aesthetic of
non-continuity also played a part in the composition and initial performative shapings
of Cage’s own Music of Changes (1951), whose aleatorically derived material
problematised the very premise and tradition of a directional composition with
intentionally sectionalized structure. Indeed, performing the piece alongside Boulez’s
Second Sonata, Tudor even went so far as to propose that both pieces were setting up
a space, but each aspired to a different kind of positioning: “in Boulez the space
seems to be in front of one, in one’s line of aural vision … whereas in [Music of
Changes] space is around one, that is, present in a new dimension” (1951, quoted in
Holzaepfel 2002).
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This, however, also leaves us, i.e. contemporary performers, theorists and historians,
in a rather confused space. The “surround-space” of possibilities that Tudor describes
is perhaps the greatest tool of differentiation between pre- and post-1945 approaches,
yet it also stands as a potent field of internal tensions and re-workings of musical
structure across the board of post-war compositional history. How is it, then, that
within the context of different spaces set up in performance, the same conceptual tool
can inform performative responses to such disparate technical languages, and such
divergent definitions of structure, as the ones associated with Boulez, Cage and
Ferneyhough?
The inherent contradictions identified here can become more easily conceived
through a conceptual reconfiguration of the small- as well as large-scale implications
of musical structure, from the micro-handling of elements, patterns and repetitions in
notation and performance, to the macro-level of formal groupings and repertoire
classifications in the process of telling music’s histories. This reconfiguration is best
seen as a change in the schematization of structural concepts, as is most evident in the
philosophical shift from teleological, structuralist approaches to non-linear, poststructuralist ones.
When Jean-Jacques Nattiez (2004) goes as far as suggesting that Boulez’s entire
creative output, just as his individual works, can actually be “read” as a series of
interrelated patterns, the perspective referenced is an explicitly structuralist one. As a
philosophical stance, structuralism “allowed a productive, associative movement
horizontally from one signifier to another by escaping fixed conjugations of signs
with manifested intentions or designated objects”. Moreover,
“the meaning of any cultural product is given not solely by what it explicitly says or
what it secretly intends, but also by all the associations which are carried along with it”
(Goodchild 1996 p.114)

On the other hand, when Cage (1948, p. 39) refers to form as sonic continuity,
structure as divisibility into parts, and rhythmic structure as a parameter that exists
autonomously and independently of harmonic and melodic developments, the
vantage-point offered is not horizontal but, at best, vertically incisive and multilateral. In that sense, it should come as no surprise that the Cagean approach has been
an oft-quoted paradigm in the heterogeneous body of writings that make up poststructuralist philosophy. For Deleuze & Guattari, Cage is the quintessential exponent
of the
“fixed sound plane … a process against all structure and genesis, a floating time against
pulsed time or tempo, experimentation against any kind of interpretation, and in which
silence as sonorous rest also marks the absolute state of movement” (Deleuze &
Guattari 1980, p. 267)

The emphasis on process and movement is the vehicle that takes us firmly into the
domain of performance. And if “experimentation against any kind of interpretation”
seems uninviting for any performer who considers his/ her act as interpretative, one
need only consider the Deleuzian answer to narrative, textual structure and
interpretation: the assemblage. In an assemblage, there are only disparate elements
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that are brought together by the act of navigation, and whose position, movement,
speed etc. is perpetually variable. Deleuze & Guattari consider the paradigm of the
book (and, crucially, not “the text”) to be the quintessential assemblage:
“In a book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or segmentarity, strata and
territories; but also lines of flight, movements of deterritorialization and
destratification. Comparative rates of flow on these lines produce phenomena of
relative slowness and viscosity, or, on the contrary, of acceleration and rupture. All this,
lines and measurable speeds constitutes an assemblage”(1980, p. 3-4)

With a daring leap, their account can be transposed to the ever-elusive notion of the
scored composition. By the same token, a composition is continuous only to the
extent that one delves into the strata of its notation in horizontal, territorializing
fashion; but the score itself is not a reification of that continuity. Furthermore, the
notated work cannot actually equal more than the sum of its performances – rather,
performance tends to supersede the subset of a work’s scriptable possibilities even if
only by straying away from them, an idea also echoed in Ferneyhough’s theoretical
writings (1995, p. 70).
Such a drastic diversification of the one-to-one text-performance relationship may
avowedly encompass a predetermined sense of failure, both in terms of how the work
‘fits together’ as a whole and in terms of how it is ‘sounded’, i.e. translated into a
listener’s apprehension. Ferneyhough locates his compositional failure as "the final
inability of motivic writing – in Epigram – to fully come to terms with the demands of
the rest of the work” (Ferneyhough 1996). Failure to materialize, however, also
suggests inability to provide continuity in performative terms, whether in terms of
preserving a notation-to-performance continuum, or with regard to projecting
continuity sonically. Indeed, the notion of failure comes heavily into play in both the
performative and philosophical vocabularies of the postwar years. This is readily
identifiable via Jacques Derrida’s ‘law of iterability’, often alluded to by Ferneyhough
himself (see Ferneyhough 1996), whereby failure is considered a sine qua non of any
kind of repeatability. “What is success”, asks Derrida, “when the possibility of failure
continues to constitute its structure”? (1988, p. 15) In interview with Richard Toop,
Ferneyhough himself provided an insightful way out of this conundrum, while
reflecting on the criteria for a good performance:
“RT: Given that it is almost innate in your compositions that the correlation between
what is written and what is played will not be perfect, what, for you, are the essential
criteria for a good performance of your work?
BF: I would say the establishment of audible criteria of meaningful inexactitude. That
is, from work to work, from one section of a work to another section, from one
performer to another, from one performance situation to another, the level of
meaningful inexactitude is one indication, one hint of the way in which a work
"means".
RT: So interpretation consists, to some extent, of different intelligent failures to
reproduce a central text?
BF: I would say this was true... It is our duty as composers to make the text, the visual
aspect of the text and its musical structure, so self-referential in an enriching sense that
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the performer can find some way of plugging it into his own sensibilities – so that he is
not trying simply to give a generally tasteful rendering of some set of noises … but that
these noises are, in a semantically specific sense, interrelated among themselves in such
a way that the performer himself can attempt to take an attitude towards that
relationship” (Ferneyhough 1995, pp. 268-9)

Ferneyhough’s insistence on seeing audible and quintessentially performer-dependent
relationships as the measure of consistency for a work’s projected structure, suggests
that the post-structuralist approach ought also to be extended to pre-performance
thinking/learning. At this point, one can therefore attempt a spatial account that
highlights discontinuity and fragmentation as well as enabling the enforcement of
dynamic, audible relations in the learning-performance continuum. Explicitly neocomplex composers like Ferneyhough, in whose scores the demand for a modified
approach to continuity is evident, constitute a kind of inevitable first stop for such a
study. Beyond these cases, however, one could also examine a range of notational and
aesthetic poles of reference. These could range from the so-called absolutist scores of
integral serialism, historically epitomized in Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs et
d’intensités, to instances where blurring processes and elusiveness of structure
become thematic, as in the stochastic distribution section of Xenakis’ Mists, and to
cases where listening becomes the sole agent of timing (as in Lachenmann’s Echo
Andante, a kind of notated distillation of the fragile dialectics between sound and
movement). In lieu of a learning model that might consider the score as a text to be
translated into a fixed sonic flow along a work’s timeline, we would like to propose a
poly-dimensional account, presenting a performer-specific mode of navigation in a
four-dimensional score-space. It will be quite evident that here we are not talking
about stages of learning or rehearsal hierarchies, since these dimensions are not selfcontained; rather, they are reactively interconnected, through perpetual movement and
translocation. We therefore assume a multiplicity of structural planes and entry points
to the structure.
Dimension / Trope 1: “Assemblage-view”
As a first dimension in this navigation, we would suggest the grasp of the amorphous
whole of the score-space, as an assemblage of temporarily convenient physical
localizations, positions and movements. Their function is to penetrate through textual
complexities and resistances, as if through a rainforest. The vantage points offered
here are physical (stressing the direct, intuitive, corporeal manifestation and
choreography), psychological (avoiding the danger of some kind of paralyzing effect
of the textual complexities and keeping the forward drive) and an indispensable, even
if vague, familiarization with the global aspects of the work from the very beginning
of the learning process. However, this familiarisation is very far removed from
traditional performance accounts privileging the visual, two-dimensional
apprehension of the score into a neat and complete mental image (e.g. Cone 1968,
Gieseking & Leimer 1972) as well as from more recent textually driven paradigms of
the score-as-script (e.g. Cook 2001) that consider mental study away from the
keyboard as a first-step in the preparation of any performance (e.g. Hill 2002). Our
main divergence from such models, is that this “assemblage-view” favours a physical,
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three-dimensional consideration of the score, not as a visual object to be sonically
reproduced, but as a space to move in.
Dimension / Trope 2: “Forward-moving stratification”
The second dimension is constituted through the assignment of territorial strata and
the channelling of the performative flow along these lines. These are groupings of all
kinds (explicitly notated, implicitly discoverable, or based on physical parameters
such as gesture, energy distribution, tension and release principles etc.), which operate
on all different levels of the musical form. Directionality and hierarchies may result,
but fragmentation and discontinuity, plus conflicts of different strata and
compositional structural planes, can equally well be the case.
Dimension / Trope 3: “Resistance to the Flow ”
The third navigational dimension entails resistance to the flow. This involves the
microscopic, “hieroglyphic” treatment of sounds and sound events as autonomous
objects to be sculpted on a vertical plane and re-situated in the performer’s body (in
line with Artaud’s “affective athleticism”) as well as in the actual performance space.
This is a moment-specific process that relies on non-continuity or non-memory, in
Tudor’s sense (1982; see also Holzaepfel 1994, p. 633). The compositional ways to
sabotage continuity are of course highly specific to particular works, but the common
denominator for the performer is, once again, the physicality inherent in the
projection of discontinuities. The latter quality could very easily become absorbed or
‘smoothened’ within the organic continuity of conventional instrumental gesture, a
feature often stressed in mainstream conservatory education and institutionalized
performances of radical music (Pace 2008).
Dimension / Trope 4: “Line of Flight”
The actual performance, then, constitutes the fourth dimension, as a Deleuzian line of
flight along the timeline and across the score-space defined by the other three tropes,
re-defining it and de-territorializing it. A performance is no longer a pre-constructed
object to be presented with various degrees of perfection, but part of a perpetual
movement, a process where continuity and discontinuity have been treated as
dialectical and superimposed planes, allowing for great flexibility of future
performances. In this sense, the navigation is no less performance than the
performance itself, and interpretation is nothing more than the set of unique qualities
that define this navigation (like speed, regularity, directionality, focus etc.). In this
light, new understandings can also be forged with regard to Deleuze & Guattari’s take
on the music of Boulez, summarized as “the pure act of the drawing of a diagonal
across the vertical and the horizontal” (Deleuze & Guattari 1980, p. 477-8). The
diagonal, here, is not simply a compositional gesture, but a performative one.
To examine the extensions of this account in a hands-on context, we now turn to an
exploration of the aforementioned dimensions in Pavlos Antoniadis’ performance of
Ferneyhough’s Opus Contra Naturam for speaking pianist. The account that follows
is effected with particular reference to the conceptual / physical challenges posed by
the second and central section of the work, entitled “Katabasis”.
*

*

*
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Published and first performed in 2000, Opus Contra Naturam forms part of
Ferneyhough’s opera Shadowtime, set to a libretto by Charles Bernstein; conceived as
a “thought opera”, Shadowtime revolves around the death (and by extension, the ideas
and mental afterlife) of German-Jewish philosopher Walter Benjamin. As
Ferneyhough explains in his composer’s note,
[Opus Contra Naturam] plays a key role in [Shadowtime] in that it represents the orphic
descent of Benjamin’s avatar into the Underworld, through whose portals he is
welcome […] Formally, the work is composed of a large central body of disordered and
clamorous fragments framed by a lyrical Introit and a concluding Processional, both of
which latter, in the opera, are accompanied by distorted and superposed plainchant
quotations.
In keeping with its hallucinatory imagery, the central segment is a piano transcription,
commentary and prolongation of an entirely disorderly and prolix body of materials
assembled over the space of several months as a sort of musical diary or monstrously
autonomous memory trace. Apart from rendering it for piano, little has been done to
suggest spurious criteria of coherence: given his fascination with the Surrealistically
orderly disorder manifest by Parisian passages, I imagine that Benjamin himself would
not have been entirely unappreciative of this aesthetic strategy.” (2000, p.[ii])

Ferneyhough’s introductory comments in the score’s preface also throw a word of
caution to the interpreter, urging for a dissociation between the spatial arrangement of
material on the staves and the physical distribution of events across the pianist’s
hands:
“Due to the constant changing of clefs and registers, the distribution of materials
between the staves of the score is not intended as a guide to their assignment to left or
right hands in performance. Each pianist will determine this aspect of the interpretation
individually”(2000, p. [ii])

While such an approach could certainly be deemed commonsensical for any piano
composition with rapid clef- and register-changes, in the current context it also serves
to highlight one of the greatest performative challenges of this piece: the fact that the
complex polyphony of expansive and overlapping gestures systematically shortcircuits the pianist’s basic, binary reflex of distributing musical material between two
hands. A detailed look at bar 140 (Ex. 1) provides a telling example.
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Example 1: Brian Ferneyhough, Opus Contra Naturam: II – Κatabasis (b. 140)
Edition Peters No. EP 7606
Music © 2000 by Hinrichsen Edition, Peters Edition Limited
Text © 2000 by Charles Bernstein
Reproduced by kind permission of the Publishers

The “assemblage-view” dimension (trope 1) of the score-space becomes tangible at
this stage: While analogies of music as a mental image are always at play in this
process of “keyboardization”, the “assemblage-view” entails a distinct corporeal
quality which cuts through the textual information overload and establishes
indispensable and time-saving grounding for the performer, almost reversing the
traditional conception of performance as a singular interpretation based on intelligible
textual understanding. This process can be related to the score as an “out-of time”
layer, almost independent of in-time musical considerations; it thus allows for an
actual physical grasp of the work’s global aspects before diving into the fine detail (a
process invited by Ferneyhough himself in the performance note for his earlier piano
work, “Lemma-Icon-Epigram”).
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A useful practical extension (though not necessarily a temporal consequence) of that
dimension is the construction of a “typology” of physical gestures. These include
lines, hand grasps / positions, “strides” (termed after the stride technique in ragtime
piano playing), “edges” (leaps to an extreme register) etc., marked on the score with
colour-coding for each hand and applied to the complete piece [Fig. 1a]. The typology
is accompanied by practicing routines, forming trajectories around these gestures (for
example, assimilating rapid position change, isolating edges, practicing hands
separately, or in formative, “compositional” combinations etc) [Fig. 1b]. This process
sets in motion the “forward-moving stratification”, or trope 2, of our account. It is a
dimension reliant on multiple groupings (rhythmic, gestural or other), which are
physically intuitive and may function in tandem.

Figure 1a. Distribution of physical gestures / gestural loci in b. 140 of Katabasis: Black and
white reproduction of Pavlos Antoniadis’ annotated score. The thick black line divides the
material between left- and right-hand fingerings. The areas encircled in pencil (originally in
blue and red) denote individual gesture units (“grasps”) for the right and left hand respectively.
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Figure 1b. L.H. and R.H. trajectories reflecting the links between different gestural positions,
followed by an abbreviated verbal code for the total trajectory

The forward-moving nature of this task, and the temporal implications of hand and
finger gesturing bring us into the domain of time organization, which in this case is
greatly reliant on the handling of complex rhythms, in the context of a tempo-based
macro-rhythmic structure. The tension developed between those macro- and microrhythmic structures invites different performative approaches, each with distinct
results in the projection of continuities and discontinuities.
One of the basic formal aspects of the piece is the employment of a “scale” of tempi
(Fig. 2) and the gradual insertion of slower tempi as denser material appears. Each
tempo persists for a relatively short amount of time – from 1 to a maximum of 12 bars
– and the fluctuation between the different tempi articulates sections (Table 1).
I=71
II=62
III=66
IV=55
V=49
VI=43
[VII]=36
[VIII]=33
[IX]=37

Figure 2. Scale of tempi for Katabasis: All metronome markings apply to the quaver. Roman
numerals are provided in the score for the first six tempi, while the last three (bracketed) bear
no numerals on the score.
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Table 1. Articulation of form on the basis of tempo fluctuation for the first section of Katabasis
(bars 1-40)
Section

Bars

A

1-12

B

13-24

C

25-33

D

34-40

Formal function of tempo
Exposition of tempi I-III in the
following succession: [I rallII
accelI subito III rall II]
Development of tempi I-III,
introduction of more complex
time signatures
Introduction of new tempo IV
Development of tempi II-IV,
climactic acceleration of tempo
fluctuation
signposting
the
introduction of the voice (b. 43)

The importance of this macro-organization of time cannot go unnoticed: it is
symbolically highlighted in the very first recitation uttered by the speaker-pianist in
bars 43-45: «From time to time… in… time…to…time». One could even consider the
gradual introduction of slower tempi as a kind of contemporary tone-painting of the
“Katabasis” – the descent to the Underworld.
However, the performative projection of this macro-temporal structure has to be coordinated with the highly complex sculpting of rhythm for each individual bar and
gestural locus – an often impossible task, given the vastness of information contained
in the assigned speeds. A more traditionally inclined strategy with stringent accuracy
standards – in line with the aforementioned “high-modernist” model of performance
practice (Cox 2002) – would probably start from this micro-level, organizing all
attack and release points in a time-line constructed on a bar-to-bar basis, employing
slow practicing and aiming at perfectly fixed and reproducible sonic manifestations.
Our own account starts conversely, with a notional “time-canvas”, linearly
represented here as an aggregate of tempi and bar-lengths (Fig. 3). The performer can
easily feed this into a customised clicktrack (developed, in this case, on Pure Data
software) and reproduce it sonically, as a fluctuating metronome beat. This idea is
very much in resonance with Ferneyhough’s own “spatial” perception of bars: “a
measure is not primarily a unit of emphasis, of agogic priorities, but a space, serving
to delimit the field of operations or presence of specific sound qualities, of musical
processes” (Ferneyhough 1995, p. 52).
A: [I= 3/8 + 5/16 rall II=2/8 + 5/16 +4/8 +3/8 accelI 2/8 +3/8 subito
III=2/8+7/16+2/8+5/32]

Figure 3. “Time-Canvas” for section A (b.1-12): linear outline of bar & tempi succession

The resultant temporal channel – another instance of “forward-moving stratification”
– can now be sculpted with constant switches of focus: the gestures being formulated
in the “assemblage-view” can loosely fit the frame, and subsequently get worked
down to basic beat patterns, more complex subdivisions, nested tuplets etc. Processes
such as well-tuning a polyrhythm, moving into multiple layers of tuplets and
calculating subtle shifts of speed oppose the music’s forward impulse and bring us to
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the third trope or dimension, the “resistance to the flow”. The perpetual navigation
between these distinct layers of time organization and along the time-line of the piece
equals a constant negotiation on the part of the performer between “stopping” and
“moving forward”, which avoids the fixity of sound results.
The properties of this navigation define and characterise the “passage” (or Deleuzian
“diagonal”) through the score-space, i.e. the fourth dimension / trope, which is
identifiable with performance. For example, if one’s learning process prioritises the
forward-moving dimension (trope 2) over that of stopping (trope 3), the resultant
performance may sound more driven and continuous but its end-result structure may
leave a blurred and non-detailed impression. The opposite prioritisation might result
in a refined but overly static rendition. Under this light, traditional interpretative
issues also remain relevant, but are critically re-negotiated: for example, would a
contemporary sort of “rubato” be desirable, in order to project greater detail when the
clash between resistance and forward projection is maximised? Or should the tension
become audible at the expense of clarity and effortlessness – and if so, to what
degree? A wide range of answers are rendered legitimate in this context, each
reflecting a pathway to be re-visited or re-shaped in future “passages”.
In summary of the aforemenetioned performance issues, we note that Ferneyhough’s
complex assemblage of “a disorderly and prolix body of materials” (2000, p.[ii]) –
can very easily disintegrate into formlessness. The above account deals with corporeal
approaches to pitch/texture and with duration, but a similar process of navigation
could be applied to the micro- and macro-details of dynamics and articulation. The
“amorphous” score-space can be subverted through the projection of sparse thematic
elements and hauptstimmen as centripetal forces, coming out of a whirlwind of
tentatively sculpted and differentiated gestures. This also provides a practical means
of signposting the piece as a whole, and of ensuring a bare minimum of clarity in the
polyphonic fabric, while bringing the performer to similar kinds of negotiation as the
ones pertaining to tempo and pitch, and therefore resulting in an altogether new
combination of tropes or “lines of flight”.
The critical question begged by the above account concerns the specificity of an
approach that can easily appear to border on extremes of relativism. For composers at
the more recent end of the postwar historical spectrum, including Ferneyhough and
Lachenmann, it seems that the very process of composition has in itself come in
contact with post-structuralist developments in critical thought, since there is a
growing tendency to steer clear of specific references to one’s composing techniques
and methodologies, and composition is more often discussed as structural potential,
rather than actual formative process (Iddon 2008, p.17). In these cases, one could
even contest that the post-structural potential is almost tagged onto the compositional
process, and, consequently, onto its performative counterpart; therefore specificity is
ensured. In the case of contemporary performance studies, however, one discerns a
somewhat more convoluted telling of the story. Recent performance-centred
scholarship has often engaged with structuralist perspectives, even in cases where the
compositions in question, as in the case of Ferneyhough, are laden with
defamiliarising complexities and fragmentary constructs. Ian Pace, for instance, asks
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for a shift in the line of questioning, from how one can manage to render complex
notation into sound (in other words, Tudor’s original question) to why the composer
has notated something in a particular way (Pace 2008, p. 7).
While this might at first appear incongruous with the line of thought suggested earlier,
it is significant to note that even this avowedly intention-centred take on musical
structure, still considers continuity in quite different terms from the organically
associative model of structuralist discourse. The interesting twist comes from Pace’s
focus on the performing body as material agent, as well as the historical context of
each notation in question – in themselves, such thoughts point away from the
structuralist project, and adhere to the call for historical, diachronically rooted
analysis versus descriptive, synchronic reading. Mentions of “structuralist methods”
aside, therefore, the performative processes suggested in such contexts are not
radically different to what has been proposed above. In both cases, the performer
engages with a score and infers a structure by questioning absences, and dwelling on
what is not in distilled, notated shapings. He/she posits different levels of granularity
side-by-side as well as hierarchically in the learning process (from metric
subdivisions to section subdivisions, and from phrase markings to large gestural
shapes). Ultimately, the projected structure is a path consisting of many pathways in
potentia, a bilateral reflection of one’s own iterative learning, and the structural tropes
that imbued it.
*

*

*

Reviewing Tudor’s end-result performances of the Boulez Second Sonata, the Herald
Tribune critic Peggy Glanville-Hicks (1952, see also Robinson 2007, pp. 101-2)
famously dismissed the work as an “organized, stabilized chaos” which seemed
structured and rational only to the reader, but whose design and logic were obscure to
the listener. In a certain sense, Glanville-Hicks had unwittingly bore witness to a
changing history of ideas: the moment of a great divide, between structure as a
rational, synchronically apprehensible design, and as a potential, but never quite
actual, continuity of sonic events. Capturing the moment, Cage’s oft-quoted preface
to the Music of Changes invites on the performer’s own discretion where “notation is
irrational”. In the five decades that ensued, it has become apparent that this discretion
is more than an act of imaginative filling-in process, but rather, can encompass the
active sculpting of musical inter-structures. Accordingly, an inter-structural sense of
continuity is one that operates in-between local and global schemata, categories and
concepts, rather than becoming fully immersed in any particular, predetermined sense
of streamlined sonic flow.
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