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ABSTRACT  
 

The following thesis accompanies a portfolio of eight compositions. 

These pieces focus on the manifestation of subtle uncontrolled events 

that emerge from the performance of the musical material. The work 

presented here adopts an idiosyncratic perspective on these events, 

regarding them as a form of ornamentation. This form of ornamenta-

tion is scrutinised in its structural and formal capacity to engender a 

contingent musical discourse, with a vocabulary and a syntax. The 

pieces included in the portfolio investigate a variety of approaches 

and techniques designed to invite these events to manifest themselves 

at a perceivable level and to have a prominent role within the listen-

ing experience. In-depth discussion on the compositional process be-

hind each piece is to be found in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3.  

Chapter 1 delineates the context from which my music stems. It ex-

tensively addresses several relevant frameworks such as tactility, fra-

gility, difference, material agency, recursivity, instability, and orna-

mentation, delving into the way these relate to my artistic practice. I 

draw from the work of a wide range of composers, musicologists, 

visual artists, philosophers, anthropologists, and scholars, including 

Peter Ablinger, Maryanne Amacher, Alain Badiou, John Baldessari, 

François Couperin, Gilles Deleuze, Eva Hesse, Yuk Hui, Tim Ingold, 

Alvin Lucier, Agnes Martin, Scott McLaughlin, Eliane Radigue, Le-

nore Tawney, James Tenney and many others. 
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ihj57lCRXi9t2-YNb34Bat7ZzyXT4MrS/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ngT6O8r3mRjSgfkeeYeLEBK8V40L-20H/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ngT6O8r3mRjSgfkeeYeLEBK8V40L-20H/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uMjEi0zrv-xKKOyOkPKftVHpgAUAOsxS/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Hrv3JOhzoE9tljZUYRKX3-azvAbLF0IL/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Fm643CkWrtxn7-jUd-dXIEZlQVUARdtH/view?usp=drive_link
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o Recording: live performance by GBSR, Phipps Hall, Huddersfield, 8th June 2023 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1leBkQXA1hB2MA0Smz6vjIUsYvDis5Jrm/view?usp=drive_link  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

0.1 SPONTANEOUS EMERGENT ORNAMENTATION: A GENERAL 

PERSPECTIVE 

The main focus of the music written throughout this PhD is the emer-

gence of subtle unpredicted and uncontrolled events that occur within 

the performance of the musical material. These events include cracks, 

oscillations, imprecisions, imperfections, instabilities, and any sponta-

neous activity of the material on which neither the performer nor the 

composer exercise direct1 control or decision-making. I define the 

manifestation of these events as spontaneous emergent ornamentation. 

They are a form of ornamentation, first because they stem from within 

a musical material that is organised by the composer at a temporally 

larger scale than them. Second, because their contribution to the music 

is in a way a form of embellishmentïïthey are the idiosyncrasy of each 

of the iterations of the larger material from which they originate. More-

over, they are emergent because they do not appear on the score, nor 

are they predetermined. They are the byproduct of the tactile interac-

tion between performer and material. Finally, I regard them as sponta-

neous, because of their potential to act as a form of self-expression of 

the musical material, which unfolds a contingent musical discourse of 

its own.  

By contingent musical discourse I mean the tendency of the musi-

cal material to exhibit a variety of unpredicted events, generating an 

emergent vocabulary and emergent syntax. Emergent vocabulary is 

the palette of events that are traceable within the subjective listening 

experience. Emergent syntax is the tendency of these events to arise in 

different manners, forming compound sequences. Music psychologist 

Bob Snyder defines musical syntax as ósets of relations between iden-

tifiable patterns.ô2 Drawing on this definition, I start from the hunch 

that subtle uncontrolled events emerging from the material can display 

similar sets of relations. By doing so, they play a major role in the 

listening experience and become part of the memory of the listener. 

The pieces included in this portfolio and the accompanying 

 
1 The word ódirectô is used to clarify the nature of my compositional practice 

and its relations to events, rather than to lay a precise demarcation between 

direct and indirect control. I do not write specific events, but I set a fertile 

terrain where events can spontaneously proliferate. Similarly, specific 

events are a byproduct of the interaction between the performer and the ma-

terial.  
2 Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 2000) p.264. 
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commentary take this discourse as the central object of scrutiny.  Fol-

lowing this perspective, two central questions arise: 

¶ Can this kind of subtle uncontrolled events acquire a promi-

nent role within the listening experience and unfold such a dis-

course?   

 

¶ How can a piece of music act as a fertile terrain for these 

events to reveal their discourse? What can I do as a composer 

to create the right conditions for these events to proliferate? 

How does this perspective inform my approach to musical ma-

terial and form, and change my role as a composer altogether?  

This set of questions forms an overarching thread that ties together the 

whole thesis and portfolio of works.  

By referring to these events as ornamentation, I do not intend to 

suggest that their role is ornamental. I am rather thinking of the funda-

mental structural and formal role that ornamentation acquires in the 

music of the French baroque composer François Couperin (1668-

1733). My perspective on Couperinôs work is that ornamentation func-

tions as a space for expression that enhances the uniqueness of each 

moment, as well as the idiosyncrasies of each performer. I see the no-

tion of emergent ornamentation as delineating a space for spontaneous 

self-expression of the musical material itself, with each subtle uncon-

trolled event emerging being a unique manifestation of this expression.  

Before delving into the commentary, it is essential to define three 

terms that appear often and assume here particular connotations. These 

are form, material, and events.3  

 

 Form is always viewed from the perspective of spontaneous emer-

gent ornamentation. The musical organisation of my work is driven by 

the intention of emphasising subtle uncontrolled events that arise from 

the material. The use of the term form is here indissolubly related to 

the consequences that the organisation of material might have on the 

perception of spontaneous emergent ornamentation. Two aspects of 

form acquire particular significance. These are strata, and intensifica-

tion. 

  

(i) Strata concerns the superposition or the coincidence of numer-

ous structural components and, most significantly, the 

 
3 These definitions form a foundational glossary which will be useful to de-

scribe what follows. However, these do not need to fully be absorbed by the 

reader while reading this section. Their importance and their contextualisation 

will become clearer in Chapter 1, where I lay the context from which my work 

stems, and in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, where I discuss individual pieces. 
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interactions that play out in time among them. As will become 

clear, the interaction among strata occurs within single and 

multiple instrumental parts.4  

 

(ii) Intensification refers to the way compositional strategies and 

materialôs organisation through time intend to emphasise the 

perception of events and the discourse they exhibit. Intensifi-

cation concerns the event, specifically the adjustment or mod-

ification of its intensity. Intensity here illuminates the pres-

ence of an event within the texture that surrounds it. Intensifi-

cation plays a generative role in the discourse that arises as 

relations form among individual events or intensities.  

   

These two aspects of form are intertwined, and the use of the term 

mostly hints to both simultaneously.  

 

The term material in music generally refers to the basic building 

blocks or the substance from which the composer develops the piece 

or sets a musical situation. This is the definition used for this commen-

tary. However, for a clear reading it is essential to stress the distinction 

between the terms material and events as used in this thesis. Material 

refers to determined musical situations which are precisely prescribed 

by the score. The term is always used in relation to features of the mu-

sic that are possible to observe on the score and which are precisely 

determined. It is employed for the description of parameters such as 

pitch, dynamics, articulation, and so on. Moreover, material concerns 

the musical situation set by the various strata and the various kinds of 

juxtaposition of musical parameters. In my work, the material is ap-

proached as a fertile terrain where events can proliferate at a perceiva-

ble level. In this perspective, material acquires an entirely different 

function, one that is dynamic in nature and in constant flux. It becomes 

a field of cultivation. The role of the composer becomes subsequently 

that of a cultivator, patiently attempting to provide favourable condi-

tions for the proliferation of subtle tactile events. A broader meaning 

 
4 American composer James Tenney, in his seminal thesis Meta + Hodos 

(1964) provides a detailed account of different meanings that the term form 

acquires within a musical framework. Strata draw on two of the nuances of 

form described by Tenney: (i) form as formal unity, namely the musical co-

hesion of the composition which ódepends on such devices as repetition, re-

capitulation, "return,"ô, and (ii) form as shape and structure, similarly to the 

connotation the word acquires in other extra-musical fields. According to 

Tenney, the term shape óimplies a more superficial (i.e. pertaining to "sur-

face") or external aspect of form (relating to profile or contour)ô, while struc-

ture óusually refers more to an internal aspect-"connections" or interrelations 

among component parts which (interrelations) are not necessarily apparent 

"on the surface" of the form in its shape.ô 
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of material becomes relevant here, one that embraces a more physical 

and vibrant connotation, and which takes account of the physical and 

responsive nature of instrumentsðthis of course includes the idiosyn-

cratic relationship between performer and instrument. Material is the 

site of activity of this physical interaction such as it is framed by the 

scoreôs prescription.5 Cultivation, therefore, concerns this site of activ-

ity, the aim of which is to set material free in order to reveal its inner 

richness and difference through the proliferation of events.  

 

But what are events? In cognitive psychology events are defined as 

óthe perception that something has happened, caused by a detectable 

change in the environment.ô6 Bob Snyder defines acoustical events as 

óthe fundamental perceptual units of music, from which all musical 

groupings, phrases, sections, and the like are built up.ô7 As defined in 

this thesis, events never directly appear on the score, but they manifest 

themselves exclusively within the sounding outcome. Events are nei-

ther prescribed directly by the composer, nor directly fostered by the 

performersô decision making. Instead, they are the tactile surplus of 

the interaction between the material and the performer. They are spon-

taneous manifestations of the inner potential of the material and its 

internal activity. Events can assume many different forms, such as sud-

den uncontrolled changes in any parameter, or unpredicted micro-tem-

poral variations. More importantly they are the substance from which 

the contingent musical discourse is made, and the central focus of the 

research. 

 

It should be noted that within the sounding outcome the realms of 

material and events permeate one another, evading precise demarca-

tion and separation. They act as interdependent layers of the same or-

ganism. Material represents the ideal blueprint that the score provides 

with its determinate prescription. The features of this blueprint are 

consistent across the sounding outcome of different reiterations8 of the 

 
5 Notation is not per se the central focus of the thesis. However, because of 

its importance in relation to the emergence of events, it forms a recurring fo-

cus that will be addressed frequently in the commentaries on individual 

pieces. My approach to notation focuses heavily on the performerôs degree 

of control, and on the mutual relationship between score, instrument, and 

performer. Given the central importance that is given to the performerôs em-

bodiment and experience of the material, the notational approaches devel-

oped often sit in a liminal space between the prescriptive and the descrip-

tive, opening up certain notational issues and paradoxes that will be engaged 

throughout the thesis. 
6 Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 2000) p.258. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Unless indicated, reiteration simultaneously refers to both the material as 

registered in the notation, and its sounding outcome. This applies to the term 

material as well.  
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prescription. Events diverge from the regularity of this blueprint as 

unique deviations. The realm of the event is more nuanced, refined, 

and microscopic than that of material. It includes all the unprescribed 

nuances that bring idiosyncrasy to each reiteration of the scoreôs pre-

scription. 

 

I wish to argue that within the sounding world there is no such thing 

as a pure objective blueprint of the material. Any performance of the 

material enfolds events. However, when several reiterations of the ma-

terial are placed in temporal proximity, it becomes possible to perceive 

both the features of the material that are consistent, and the events that 

are unique to each single reiteration. As outlined by Bob Snyder: 

 

any repetition of elements in a pattern of experience constitutes a kind 

of rehearsal, reduces memory load, and helps us to maintain an image of 

the immediate past. The reason we can process relatively complex pat-

terns of information such as music and language is that there are usually 

many levels of repetition in their patterns. This is why repetition is es-

sential in the construction of memorable patterns.9 

 

Repetition enables a consistent image of the material to form within 

the subjective listening experience. It is against this sense of equiva-

lence that the deviations from regularity can be perceived. For the pur-

pose of describing the novelty that events bring within the consistency 

of the materialôs blueprint, I draw on two terms as defined by Snyder. 

These are information and redundancy: 

 

Information is equivalent to the novelty in a message. This novelty exists 

in relation to a memory context. That is, information is that which is not 

expected. Every situation brings with it some sort of expectations, and it 

is primarily when events deviate from these expectations that we are in-

formed in this technical sense. Clichés contain little information, and to-

tal nonsense contains the most information of all, because it deviates 

from our expectations completely.10  

 

For Snyder, redundancy is óthe exact opposite of informationô, and it 

represents óthe repetition common to all structured messages.ô11 Re-

garding the role of information and redundancy Snyder states:  

 

 
9 Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 2000) p.53. 
10 Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 2000) p.260. 
11 Ibid., p. 262 
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Because of limitations of short-term memory and other cognitive factors, 

messages we can easily comprehend are constructed out of fairly small 

numbers of basic elements formed into many different patterns, which 

themselves display redundancy on a higher level. Messages displaying 

no redundancy, even though they contain a maximum of information, are 

incomprehensible, as are messages that are totally redundant and there-

fore contain no information.12 

 

My compositional approach displays an extremely high level of redun-

dancy in the material so that most of the information within the listen-

ing experience can eventually be provided by the emergence of events. 

In this understanding events can be defined as ócontingent deviations 

from the prescribed regularity of the materialô or as ósubtle emergent 

information acting within a situation marked by a high level of redun-

dancyô.   

 

The artistic practice presented here consists of a formalisation of 

events of this order. Philosopher Alain Badiou describes the óartistic 

eventô13 as the óbecoming form of something which was notô14 or as 

óthe emergence of a new possibility of formalization.ô15 Within the 

context of this work, becoming form can be translated as óexhibiting a 

contingent musical discourseô. Events become form when they gener-

ate sets of relations between identifiable patterns, allowing the listen-

ers to perceive connections between them. The aim of this work is an 

emancipation of subtle tactile events by means of their intensification 

and their becoming form. 

 

 

0.2 THE PORTFOLIO AND THE THESIS: AN OVERVIEW 

The submitted portfolio contains eight compositions, which exhibit a 

variety of perspectives on the overarching theme of spontaneous emer-

gent ornamentation. Throughout these pieces, I intended to develop an 

idiosyncratic compositional approach with the underlying goal of 

bringing this contingent form of ornamentation to the fore of the lis-

tening experience.  

 
12 Ibid., p. 262 
13 Note that the artistic event that Badiou describes is entirely different from 

events as defined in this thesis. I am drawing on Badiouôs idea of óbecoming 

formô rather than on his notion of the artistic event.  
14 Alain Badiou, óThe Subject of Artô, https://www.lacan.com/symp-

tom6_articles/badiou.html [accessed on 10/05/2024] 
15 Ibid. 

https://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html
https://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html
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The first chapter delineates the context from which my work stems, 

and the general stance of my compositional approach. Notions of tac-

tility, fragility, instability, difference, recursivity, and ornamentation 

are examined in their relationship with my practice, drawing from the 

work of a variety of composers, performers, visual artists, philoso-

phers, anthropologists, and scholars.  

Chapter 1.1 focuses on the tactility of the handmade, delineating 

the importance of the idiosyncrasy of individual performers' touch and 

its traces in my work. Moreover, I discuss the central role that the hu-

manness of touch acquires in the work of visual artists Agnes Martin, 

and Lenore Tawney, and how their approach seems to have a close 

relation with my practice.  

Chapter 1.2 addresses the issues of fragility as a suitable framework 

to look at my work. Subsequently, I outline Gilles Deleuzeôs notion of 

ódifference in itselfô, scrutinising its pertinence to spontaneous emer-

gent ornamentation.  

Chapter 1.3. consists of two case studies on pieces by other com-

posers: (i) There are Neither Wholes, nor Parts 3 (2011) by Scott 

Mclaughlin, for clarinet and saxophone (1.3.1), and (ii) Silver Street-

car for the Orchestra, by Alvin Lucier, for solo amplified triangle 

(1.3.2). These two pieces focus on materialôs potential to unfold emer-

gent variation. They offer useful insights for a better contextualisation 

of my work. I draw an in-depth comparison between them and my 

compositions, dwelling on the themes of materialôs agency and form.  

Chapter 1.4 addresses the role of instability in my practice and the 

importance of gauging its impact on the material. I draw on works by 

Agnes Martin, Federico Pozzer, and Joe Baldessari, and writings by 

Gilles Deleuze to illuminate the direct relation between instability and 

materialôs identity in my own work.     

Chapter 1.5 delineates what ornamentation means within the con-

text of my practice. I outline its pertinence as a framework for the for-

mal role of events. Here I draw from a variety of writings in the fields 

of early music, decorative arts, and Gestalt psychology. 

Chapter 1.6. provides a concrete example of the manifestation of 

events. To detect the discourse of spontaneous emergent ornamenta-

tion, I trace a list of event types that reappear in slightly different forms 

throughout the first section of my solo violin piece Book of Threads. 
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This provides an overview of the vocabulary that spontaneous emer-

gent ornamentation did engender in this instance (Chapter 1.6.2). Sub-

sequently, I examine how these event types reappeared in different 

compound sequences, unfolding a syntax (Chapter 1.6.3). 

Detailed commentaries16 on individual pieces are to be found in 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. These two chapters reflect two different ori-

entations of my approach towards the material and form. The pieces 

discussed in Chapter 2 focus on one materialôs blueprint at a time. The 

perpetual reiteration of this blueprint is conceived as a fertile field for 

the proliferation of events. In these works, the material exhibits a high 

level of redundancy so that events may be eventually perceived as the 

main providers of information.  

The pieces discussed in Chapter 3 increase the degree of variance 

at the level of the material, exploring events in a broader musical con-

text. Compositional devices like voice-leading, monophony, melodic 

sequences, and counterpoint are scrutinised in relation to the emer-

gence events. The intention here is to increase information in the ma-

terial, without a loss in intensification in the realm of events.  

 

 

 

 

 
16 It is important to note that the thesis is used as a reflective tool. Writing 

commentaries on pieces allows me to look back over what took place through 

their creative trajectory and the artistic premises, procedures, etc., underlying 

them. This includes initial intentions, questions, and assumptions, as well as 

the pieceôs development and final outcomes. Writing becomes a space for 

reflection and revision, leading to a more refined understanding. Moreover, it 

enables me to track gaps between initial intentions and final outcomes, and 

the unfolding of the creative process in between. Insights gained through this 

reflective iterative procedure are essential in shaping the intentions and artis-

tic questions that then serve as a basis for the exploration of subsequent 

pieces. Accordingly, the reflections and final outcomes of one piece lead or-

ganically to the beginning of the next, forming a sort of continuous ongoing 

thread. 
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TACTILE SURPLUS AS ORNAMENTATION 

 

Relearning to touch sound with our hands ð thatôs the heart, the es-

sence of music 

ð Yannis Xenakis17 

1.1 A tactile interaction 

I begin this commentary by describing a central aspect of the tactile 

interaction between maker/performer and material, which I define as 

óthe humanness of the handmadeô. Emerging through subtle nuances, 

the handmade traces the interaction between the maker/performer and 

the materials. It reveals the uniqueness of each single gesture involved 

in the act of making. Social anthropologist Tim Ingold writes that the 

handmade óconnotes a kind of authenticity and devotion that people, 

increasingly cast as passive consumers rather than active citizens, feel 

is otherwise missing from their livesô.18 Philosopher Martin Heidegger 

distinguishes between writing with a pen and typewriter as follows:  

Anyone who thinks that there is no difference between a typed word 

and a handwritten one [é] has failed to understand the essence of the 

word. This is to let us be in the world and, in being, to feel, and in 

feeling, to tell. Rather than carrying the current of human being-feel-

ing-telling, which the pen picks up and converts into the inflexions of 

the handwritten line, words are reduced in the operation of the type-

writer to mere ómeans of communicationô whose function is to trans-

mit encoded information.19 

The inflections of the hand-written lines carry traces of the history of 

the human being-feeling-telling that lies behind the words. However, 

these traces are lost in the typewriterôs mechanical transposition of 

words onto paper. Heideggerôs claim sheds light on the humanness of 

the handmade, whereby the latter manifests as a contingent surplus 

generated by the interaction between the content of the words and their 

author, the human being who conceives, feels, and writes. This surplus 

 
17 M©khi Xenakis, óMeteoritesô, essay published in óYannis Xenakis: Archi-

tect, Composer, Visionaryô, The Drawing Center Vol 88, 2008, pp.129 ï 

131, p. 130   
18 Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture, 

(Routledge: Abingdon, 2013), p. 122. 
19 Quoted in ibid., p. 122. 
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is a discernible trace of this embodiment. We could say that it is an 

encoded transcription of the authorôs embodiment of the words. The 

typewriter diminishes greatly or even removes this surplus. By doing 

so, it strips the words on paper of the bodily traces of their author, and 

of the encrypted information enfolded therein.  

 This surplus holds a profound value in several handicraft traditions 

such as Navajo weaving and Lulesámi traditional clothing. Navajo tra-

ditional culture puts great emphasis on ideals of óorder, beauty, bal-

ance, and harmonyô.20 These ideals clearly influence the formal struc-

tures of weaving. However, the regularity and consistency of these 

structures is counterbalanced by subtle irregularities brought about by 

tactile interactions between hand and material. As outlined by artist 

Sharon Phelps:  

In Navajo weave, small imperfections and subtle changes of design and 

colour are intentionally woven, thereby breaking the apparent symmetry. 

In this way, the weaver can establish a sense of order, but also adheres 

to a belief that imperfection is necessary for the continuation of a dy-

namic living world, in which creation occurs through a cycle of birth and 

death. This ordering also reflects a desire to balance internal harmony 

with a greater external harmony. 21 

Thus, óimperfections and subtle changesô are crucial to give life to the 

symmetrical structures evident in handicraft. In turn, the sense of order 

and symmetry of handicraft underlines the deviation from regularity 

that subtle tactile nuances provide.22 In the Lulesámi handicraft tradi-

tion, the tactility of the handmade carries a similar importance. An-

thropologist Anna Gustafsson states that for the Lulesámi óbeauty is 

not a quality of objects, [é] but it develops interdependently between 

the materials used and the hands of a craft-makerô.23 Therefore, she 

argues, óthe beauty of handicraft is also a beauty of the handsô.24 The 

production of handicraft of this order involves a constant interaction 

 
20 Roseann Willink, and Paul Zolbrod, Weaving a world, textiles and the 

Navajo way of seeing. (Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 1996) p. 

13 
21 Sharon Phelps, óAgnes Martin: Painting as Making and its Relation to 

Contemporary Practiceô (Doctoral thesis, University of the Arts London, 

2017), p. 82. 
22 The interdependent relationship between the regularity of the material and 

the contingent deviations from regularity (i.e., events) plays a crucial role in 

the conception of my work. This aspect will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 1.4.    
23 Anna Gustafsson, óBeauty as Capacityô (book chapter), Anthropology and 

Beauty: From aesthetics to creativity, edited by Stephanie Bunn (Routledge: 

London, 2018) p. 198. 
24 Ibid., p. 198 
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between the hand that shapes the material and the manner in which the 

material responds. The traces left behind by this interaction are integral 

to any act of making that involves an extremely refined sensitivity of 

touch. The humanness of the act of making unfolds its own form of 

expression through this tactile surplus. 

In both Navajo weaving and Lulesámi traditional clothing, repeti-

tion magnifies the surplus of the handmade. Visual artists Agnes Mar-

tin and Lenore Tawney both develop artistic modi operandi that em-

brace this principle. In Tawneyôs work this is perhaps most noticeable 

in the late sculptures known as Clouds. In these, as curator Karen Pat-

terson describes, óinnumerable linen threads were attached at regular 

intervalsô to a canvas that served as a óceilingô.25 Patterson continues, 

óEach thread was pulled through the canvas and then knotted to secure 

it, and sometimes further articulated with knotting along its length ð 

an extraordinary amount of repetitive laborô.26  

 

 

Figure 1: Lenore Tawney, Written in Water, 1979; canvas, linen thread, and acrylic; 120 x 120 x 120 in. Photo: Rich 

Maciejewski, 2018, reproduced by kind permission of Lenore G.Tawney Foundation and John Michael Kohler Arts Center. 

 
25 Karen Patterson, Lenore Tawney: Mirror of the Universe (University of 

Chicago Press: Chicago, 2019), p.222. 
26 Ibid., p. 222. 
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For Tawney, repetition serves as the óthe experiential infrastructure of 

practiceô whereby each thread marks óa moment of self-presenceô.27 

Written in Water (1979) is a clear example of how Tawneyôs combi-

nation of symmetry and repetition places a clear emphasis on the hand-

made in ways which recall Navajo weaving. While the overall organi-

sation of the threads creates a compelling visual pattern that shifts 

slightly depending on the viewerôs vantage point, each thread is itself 

a space for the tactility of the handmade to unfold its surplus.  

The work of painter Agnes Martin presents an even more striking 

similarity with the humanness of the handmade we observed in Navajo 

weaving. As outlined by Sharon Phelps:  

both Martin and the Navajo were trying to convey order, beauty and har-

mony. óéô in both cases, there is an apparent symmetry, while purposely 

allowing imperfection and slight irregularity.28 

 

In Martinôs work, art historian Briony Fer tells us, óthe balance be-

tween regularity and irregularity, precision and imprecision, accent 

and interval, is precariously maintainedô.29 This balance is perhaps 

most directly evident in the grid paintings. In these works, the ex-

tended repetition of lines and marks, and the way these elements inter-

act within the gridôs structure create an overall sense of symmetry, or-

der, and harmony.    

 

 
27 Ibid., p.77 
28 Sharon Phelps, óAgnes Martin: Painting as Making and its Relation to 

Contemporary Practiceô (Doctoral thesis, University of the Arts London, 

2017), p. 82. 
29 Briony Fer, The Infinite Line: Re-Making Art after Modernism, (New Ha-

ven: Yale University Press, 2004) p.51 
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Figure 2: Agnes Martin, Stars, 1963, ink, watercolor, paper, 30,5 × 30,5 cm © Wikiart 

 

However, Martin adopts various techniques that deliberately foster 

subtle uncontrolled nuances. When viewed up close, ólightly drawn 

ruled linesô on irregular surfaces present óslight tonal variationsô as 

each stroke is ófractionally unevenô.30 It is in this sense that Martinôs 

approach is specifically pertinent to my practice. In her work, it is not 

simply a matter of preserving the surplus engendered by the tactility 

of the handmade, but of employing techniques that serve to amplify 

whatever surplus may arise. Significantly, in Martinôs work each line 

becomes a transcription of the interaction between hand and material. 

Each mark encrypts this interaction in a unique sequence of events. In 

this understanding, the mark in Martinôs work acquires and so records 

a temporality.    

What I call events in the introduction are, we now appreciate, the 

surplus of the tactility of the handmade in a musical domain. Perform-

ing on a musical instrument is an activity that at a proficient level re-

quires an extremely refined sense of touch, whereby a continual, 

 
30 Sharon Phelps, óAgnes Martin: Painting as Making and its Relation to 

Contemporary Practiceô (Doctoral thesis, University of the Arts London, 

2017), p. 276. 
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complex interaction takes place between human hand and material.  

Composer Timothy McCormack states:  

Not only is an instrument not yet itself until it is held by the performer, 

but that both instrument and performer are transformed as a result of 

their hold on one another. In their union, both the instrument and the 

body become dynamic forces, each with properties, laws and functions 

of their own, and exert their influence over the other in a mutual rela-

tionship aimed at the production and manipulation of sound.31  

The interdependent interaction between performer, material, and in-

strument leaves behind a tactile surplus. This surplus is an encrypted 

transcription of this interaction. Composer Charlie Sdraulig comment-

ing on the interaction between performers and instrument in his piece 

Hush for harp and cello states:  

These sounds express to the listener part of the performerôs personal 

physical relationship with their instrument. Though the general character 

of the sound of the piece will remain fairly consistent from performance 

to performance, out of physical necessity the exact ratio between contact 

and no contact between bow and string will be unique each and every 

time, different from performer to performer. A particular expression of 

humanity is communicated via sound by approaching the space between 

performer and instrument with the utmost care and sensitivity: an ac-

ceptance and celebration of human fallibility and individuality.32  

Thus, it is in the surplus of the handmade that the essence of perform-

ersô idiosyncratic touch and individuality gains its most intense mani-

festation. The events that the encounter between hand and musical ma-

terial leaves behind are the manifestation of this essence. This is the 

realm of the events.  

 

 
31 Timothy McCormack, óInstrumental Mechanism and Physicality as Com-

positional Resourcesô (Master Thesis, University of Huddersfield, 2010) < 

http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/9290/ > [accessed 02/06/2022]. 
32 Charlie Sdraulig, óInteraction in Line, Breath, and Processô Online essay, 

(2013) < 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d63bf2d3fe4d500012964f7/t/5d673a

87cdd58a000116b4d7/1567046290487/Interac-

tion+in+line%2C+breath+and+process.pdf > [accessed on 03/06/2022] 

http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/9290/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d63bf2d3fe4d500012964f7/t/5d673a87cdd58a000116b4d7/1567046290487/Interaction+in+line%2C+breath+and+process.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d63bf2d3fe4d500012964f7/t/5d673a87cdd58a000116b4d7/1567046290487/Interaction+in+line%2C+breath+and+process.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d63bf2d3fe4d500012964f7/t/5d673a87cdd58a000116b4d7/1567046290487/Interaction+in+line%2C+breath+and+process.pdf
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1.2. Fragility and micro-difference 

My music employs particularly quiet and unstable musical material. 

For this reason, it has been often described as ófragileô by mentors and 

colleagues. I perceive a strong link between my work and that of other 

composers who, in various ways, delve into fragility. In order to foster 

the proliferation of events, I seek strategies to increase fragility and 

instability during performance. As composer Nomi Epstein outlines, 

the notion of musical fragility can be understood through myriad 

ócausal lensesô33, depending on the musical aspect it describes (e.g., 

form, structure, technique, sound production, notation, audibility). 

Composer Oliver Thurley proposed the following as a general defini-

tion of musical fragility: 

A musical situation may be considered fragile if the normal functionality 

of a sound ï or the means of its production ï is somehow destabilised 

and placed at risk of collapse. Fragility, then, can be understood as a 

precarious state in which sound is rendered frangible and susceptible to 

being destroyed or disrupted.34 

It is true that my music deals with fragile musical situations in which 

the performance of material is somewhat at risk of collapse. However, 

I do not consider the framework of fragility as pertinent to the scrutiny 

of events as I understand them. As Thurley outlines, the term fragility 

describes the ócondition of precarityô, or the óstate of being frangibleô. 

However, the object of scrutiny of my work is not the state of the ma-

terial, but the unique events that are fostered from these conditions. 

Therefore, I require a framework that draws attention to these events, 

one that is capable of taking account of their idiosyncrasies, relation-

ships, syntax, and discourse.  

Addressing Allan Hepburnôs statement that ófragility cannot be 

proven until testedô35, composer Daniel Wilson comments:  

fragility is not a destination or ultimate state of being, but is, rather, 

situated in the tension between an objectôs potential failure, and the de-

sire to put that object to use. This tension belies a sense of beauty, and 

 
33 Nomi Epstein, óMusical Fragility: A Phenomenological Examinationô, 

Tempo, 71.281 (2017) p. 39ï52, p.40 
34 Oliver Thurley, óDisappearing Sounds: Fragility in the music of Jakob 

Ullmannô, Tempo 69.274 (2015) p. 5ï21 p.5 
35 Allan Hepburn, Enchanted Objects: Visual Art in Contemporary Fiction 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), p. 135. 
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it is in the intertwining of beauty and danger that fragility becomes a 

subject worthy of close scrutiny.36  

Wilsonôs comment on fragility unravels several aspects that are rele-

vant to my compositional approach. First, fragility is here framed as a 

situation of tension between opposing forces. The gauging of opposing 

forces in the act of performing the material is for me a crucial step.37 

In my work these opposing forces consist of, on one hand, multi-

layered material which is prone to unfold in slightly different ways at 

each reiterationðon the other, the performers attempt to reproduce the 

material as consistently and faithfully as possible. Within this context, 

the notation repeats, and certain aspects of the sounding outcome could 

be viewed to register in perception as repetitions. However, a different 

order of variation spontaneously takes place at the more subtle level of 

events.  Wilsonôs statement suggests that fragilityôs beauty essentially 

lies in the unpredictability of its future outcome. Operating in a narrow 

space in which the forces at play are in constant negotiation between 

one another, fragilityôs tension encloses the potential to generate un-

prescribed events. As a composer, I try to amplify this space of contin-

gent micro-differentiation.  

To provide the reader with a more concrete view of this approach I 

will  discuss how this operates in an example from my own work. The 

following score excerpt is the fourth section of my violin piece Book 

of Threads.   

 

 
36 Daniel Wilson, óBergson, Mourning and Memory: The Fragility of Time 

in Klaus Lang's Trauermusikô Tempo (London), vol. 71, no. 281, 2017, pp. 

53-70, p. 53 
37 see Chapter 1.4 for an in-depth discussion on the topic. 
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Figure 3: Book of Threads ï example 1, section 4. 
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This material is a multilayered compound gesture, and many of its fea-

tures are designed to foster and intensify events. It consists of two main 

simultaneous components: a bowed double stop of natural harmonics, 

and a sustained left-hand pizzicato trill. The dynamic of the trill is con-

sistently notated at ppp while the bowed material is articulated through 

a wave-like dynamic profile rising and falling in the range pppp to pp. 

There are several features of this multilayered material that are de-

signed to foster emergent events:  

(i) The constant gradual shifting between pppp and pp is likely 

to generate variably uncontrolled oscillations, between the 

quiet yet relatively stable production of pp, to the very 

quiet and unstable production of pppp.  

 

(ii)  The gradual shifting of the bowing position will likely in-

teract with the gradual transition in dynamics fostering a 

greater variety of emergent timbral nuances.  

 

(iii)  The subtle differences of duration from bar to bar aim to 

highlight the way in which these two gradual transitions 

interact with each other, subtly contracting and expanding 

the material.  

  

(iv) The trill itself contains potential for emergent differentia-

tion as it is particularly challenging to maintain even speed 

throughout each whole section. Furthermore, maintaining 

the trillôs dynamic at ppp while performing the dynamic 

transition of the bowing material presents technical chal-

lenges that involve considerable sense of touch, stamina, 

and focus of the performer. 

An important distinction I wish to make here, rather than create 

precarious musical situations in general, I instead aim to bring to the 

fore the potential difference internal to material of this nature. My use 

of the term difference stems from Gilles Deleuzeôs notion of Differ-

ence in itself.38 By this, Deleuze means difference in generative, posi-

tive terms. Difference is not regarded as the negation of a certain fea-

ture of a certain identityðit does not occur between things. It rather 

becomes an active force that inhabits every identity, and from which 

 
38 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (London: Bloomsbury Aca-

demic, 2014).                                                                                      
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every identity has origin and germinates. Identities are not seen as 

static objects, but as fields within which swarms of potential differen-

tiation can unfold in myriad different directions. As philosopher Todd 

May writes concerning Deleuze:  

Here is a way of seeing the world: it is composed not of identities that 

form and reform themselves, but of swarms of difference that actualize 

themselves into specific forms of identity. Those swarms are not outside 

the world; they are not transcendent creators. They are of the world, as 

material as the identities formed from them. And they continue to exist 

even within the identities they form, not as identities but as difference. 

From their place within identities, these swarms of difference assure that 

the future will be open to novelty, to new identities and new relationships 

among them.39 

Deleuzeôs perspective embraces the perpetual transformation of iden-

tities through the constant activity of difference itself. Drawing on this 

notion of difference, I suggest a compositional approach to material 

that embraces and amplifies the swarms of difference that act within. 

Moreover, I propose an alertness to the swarms of difference revealed 

at the level of subtle events. I argue that my music, rather than con-

cerning fragility per se, instead seeks to generate and make discernible 

a level of micro-difference. Informed by a Deleuzian perspective, I de-

fine micro-difference as the low-level generative energy that incites 

these uncontrolled events. My role as a composer is to expand the 

space where this energy acts, so that its potential can unfold at a per-

ceivable level. 

 

1.3 Material agency  

I regard fragility as a compositional tool to amplify micro-difference. 

Several composers have in different ways explored material in an un-

stable or fragile condition (e.g., Antoine Beuger, Nomi Epstein, Jurg 

Frey, Claudia Molitor, Luigi Nono, Salvatore Sciarrino, Oliver Thur-

ley, Jakob Ullmann, Anton Webern). However, the approach to mate-

rial  in my work is more directly related to that of composers for whom 

the central focus is the materialôs agency. These composers are Alvin 

Lucier and Scott McLaughlin. It is in the scrutiny these composers pay 

 
39 Todd May, Gilles Deleuze: An introduction. (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2005) p. 114. 



30 
 

to emergent behaviours that I find an affinity with my own approach. 

In their work, fragility and instability are tools used to create a fertile 

terrain for these behaviours to arise. Moreover, these composers em-

ploy an extensive use of repetition in order to draw attention to the 

materialôs potential to generate unpredicted differences. In the anal-

yses which follow, I aim to draw comparisons between my work and 

that of Mclaughlin and Lucier. In particular, I will address the relation-

ship between repetition and instability, key aspects in my work. 

1.3.1. Case Study 1: Scott Mclaughlin and There are neither 

Wholes nor Parts 3 

Composer Scott McLaughlin describes his work as ócomposing for 

material indeterminacy of continuous soundsô.40 As I perceive in sev-

eral of McLaughlinôs works there is a similar dialectic intent of ampli-

fying the potential differentiation that the material can enfold. As 

McLaughlin puts it:  

This sound work recursively explores the same space to reveal the vari-

ety of different paths. The same musical phrases or gestures are repeated 

over and over, knowing that their instability will lead to different ver-

sions emerging.ô41  

McLaughlinôs words perfectly describe the role that the interdepend-

ency of instability and repetition also has in my work. As previously 

demonstrated by the score excerpt from Book of Threads,42  the various 

kinds of instabilities of the material function as generators of emergent 

variation. They lead the same material as recorded in the notation to 

manifest itself in different versions. Instability alters the material, and 

so a space for the manifestation of difference opens up. McLaughlinôs 

piece There are neither wholes, nor Parts 3 (2011), for clarinet and 

saxophone, is a good example of this approach to instability. The piece 

consists of an óopen score for multiphonicsô.43 The quasi-graphic no-

tation ódescribes specific contours and envelopes for which the player 

 
40 Scott McLaughlin óThe impossibility of Material foundationô, Sound 

Work: Composition as Critical Technical Practice. Edited by Jonathan Im-

pett, (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2022) p.153 
41 Ibid., p.155 
42 Chapter 1.2, Figure 3. 
43 Scott McLaughlin óThere are neither wholes, nor Parts 3ô self-published 

score (2011): http://lutins.co.uk/scoresOLD/NWNP-III.pdf [accessed on 

July the 16th 2023]  

http://lutins.co.uk/scoresOLD/NWNP-III.pdf
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must find an appropriate multiphonic according to the principle of the 

piece.ô 44 

 

Figure 4: Scott Mclaughlin, There are neither wholes, nor Parts 3 ï example 1, line 1. 

 

Whilst the material is not strictly determined in the primary param-

eters45 (e.g., pitch, durations), several instructions tightly regulate the 

boundaries of the piece and preserve its formal identity. These include 

indications on: (i) how pitches should be carried from one multiphonic 

to the next, (ii) how many times a multiphonic should be repeated, and 

(iii) how often the fingerings of a single multiphonic should be altered. 

These instructions act as forces that expand the range of events within 

the sounding outcome. There is a strong resemblance to the interde-

pendency of the different strata in the example from Book of Threads 

described in Chapter 1.2. In both pieces it is possible to observe the 

co-existence of seemingly exact repetition of material on the score, 

and forces that amplify contingent differentiation within the sounding 

outcome of each reiteration. Mclaughlin describes the form of the 

piece as a óbalance between the near repetition of a central pitch, and 

forces acting on this pitch that cause deviations and variations.ô46 De-

spite the similarly interconnected role of instability and repetition, the 

two pieces present some relevant differences. There are neither 

wholes, nor Parts 3 features a much higher degree of human agency 

from the performers. Here performersô decision-making has signifi-

cant consequences on the global unfolding of the piece. At each in-

stance, the performerôs present multiphonic determines what is imme-

diately available. The piece is organised as a chain of logical decisions 

in which each multiphonic naturally leads to the next one through the 

common pitches that are retained. These constraints precisely set the 

trajectory of the piece on the global level. They draw attention to the 

way the piece develops from beginning to end, and to the changes the 

material undergoes throughout its trajectory. As a listener, I often find 

myself drawn to these changes of material, surprised by how far the 

 
44 Ibid. 
45 Drawing from Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction, (Cam-

bridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2001) p. 195 
46 Scott McLaughlin óThere are neither wholes, nor Parts 3ô self-published 

score: http://lutins.co.uk/scoresOLD/NWNP-III.pdf [accessed on July the 

16th 2023] 

http://lutins.co.uk/scoresOLD/NWNP-III.pdf
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material can from its starting point. In Book of Threads and in most of 

my music in general, the material is tightly determined in its primary 

parameters, as opposed to McLaughlinôs piece in which performers 

have agency on choosing which multiphonic to play. Moreover, my 

work displays a higher level of redundancy in the material. The ap-

proach to form presents substantial differences as well. While in 

Mclaughlinôs piece each multiphonic lead to the next one in an almost 

chorale-like fashion, my work does not present any direct horizontal 

connection between different materials. This compositional decision 

reflects the intent to draw attention to the connections between events 

that reiteration allows. This approach to form is solely focused on the 

generative tension between strata, and on what McLaughlin describes 

in his music as recursivity, drawing from philosopher Yuk Hui.47 As 

Hui states: 

Recursivity is not mere mechanical repetition; it is characterized by the 

looping movement of returning to itself in order to determine itself, 

while every movement is open to contingency, which in turn determines 

its singularity.48 

Huiôs definition of recursivity is profoundly pertinent to the way 

events, material, and form relate in my work. The identity of the ma-

terial must be clear enough so that óthe looping movement of returning 

to itself in order to determine itselfô is traceable by the listener. Ideally 

the listener must be able to identify where each reiteration begins and 

ends, and to perceive the features that remain unaltered throughout 

each reiteration. This is a necessary condition for the óopenness for 

contingency of every movementô and its ósingularityô to have a strong 

impact on the listening experience. Events should be perceived in re-

lation to materialôs identity in order to become form. Chapter 1.4 pre-

sents an in-depth discussion on the ógauging of instabilityô in order to 

preserve a balance between events and materialôs identity.  

 

1.3.2. Case Study 2: Alvin Lucier and Silver Streetcar for the Or-

chestra  

What I find particularly inspiring in Lucierôs work is the way repetition 

highlights changes taking place in the material. Through repetition and 

 
47 Scott McLaughlin, óThe Impossibility of Material Foundationsô, in Sound 

Work. Edited by Jonathan Impett. (Universitaire Pers Leuven, Belgium: 2022) 
48 Yuk Hui, Recursivity and Contingency (London: Rowman & Littlefield In-

ternational, 2019), p. 4 
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gradual change, Lucier creates fertile grounds for materialôs emergent 

behaviours to proliferate. Many of his pieces focus on the examination 

of a particular acoustic phenomenon, often by applying the musical 

material to a linear, gradual process that unfolds throughout the trajec-

tory of the piece. Lucier approaches processes in an intentionally ob-

jective fashion. He precludes interference, and so allows the process 

to take its own course. What interests Lucier is what, precisely, 

emerges in letting a process of this nature run, the contingent events 

that occur at each step of the process, and the gradual metamorphosis 

through which the musical material undergoes.49 Lucierôs words com-

menting on his iconic work I am Sitting in a Room perfectly frame this 

attitude:  

the form is linear and cumulative; it changes from generation to genera-

tion until it reaches the point of diminishing returns. [é] if I had con-

sulted an engineer, he or she would probably have found a way to get the 

end result in one process, one fast process, or one generation [é] but I 

was interested in the process, the step-by-step, slow process of the dis-

integration of the speech and the reinforcement of the resonant frequen-

cies. 50  

A work of Lucier that I find particularly pertinent is Silver Streetcar 

for the Orchestra (1988), a text score for solo triangle. Among the 

many similarities this piece shares with my practice, most notable is 

the way in which it dwells on one repeated action to lay the ground for 

a proliferation of emergent behaviours. In Silver Streetcar for the Or-

chestra a seemingly narrow musical space becomes theatre for variety, 

complexity, and the expansion of listenersô perception, providing a 

highly transformative listening experience. At first, Lucierôs piece may 

deceivingly appear as a relatively open exploration of the acoustic 

properties and responses of the triangle. However, the score reveals an 

intricate and precise compositional organisation in which many varia-

bles come into play. The boundaries of indeterminacy are tightly con-

trolled.  

For the performance, the performer taps the triangle with a metal 

beater with one hand, starting at an equal steady pulse of 320 bpm, 

while damping it with the other. There are five variables that the per-

former may slightly alter from a starting point of reference: tempo, 

loudness, damping, damping location, and beater location. These 

 
49 Viola Rusche, and Hauke Harder, óNo Ideas but in Things: The Composer 

Alvin Lucier: A Film by Viola Rusche & Hauke Harderô,  (Wergo, 2013) 
50 Alvin Lucier, and Douglas Simon, Chambers: Scores by Alvin Lucier  

(Wesleyan University Press, 2012), p.33 
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alterations are to be made óas gradually and imperceptibly as possible 

in order for the player and for the listeners to focus on changes in the 

acoustical response of the triangle, not on the playing itselfô.51 Lucierôs 

instructions reveal how the role of the repeated gesture, in relation to 

the listenersô perception of musical material, operates differently than 

in most of my work. In both cases, the identity of one repeated material 

is consistently established with the intent of gradually shifting the lis-

tening focus to the emergent behaviours of the material. However, in 

Lucierôs piece this consistency directs the listenerôs attention toward 

the gradual change of material in time, and on the trajectory and direc-

tionality of these changes. Rather than noticing each gesture as an idi-

osyncratic event, my ear is drawn to the way in which this seemingly 

confined space is in a state of perpetual transformation. In my work, 

the intent underlying recursivity is to intensify specific instances of 

events, rather than long-term gradual transformation.  

Another relevant difference between Silver Streetcar for the Or-

chestra and the works presented in this portfolio lies in the form. The 

formal organisation of Lucierôs piece relies on the decision-making of 

the performers and their subjective perception. The score acts as a 

guide that precisely sets the focus of the piece on the exploration of 

the acoustic responses of the triangle and on the transient states of the 

material. Lucier instructs that the performer work with one variable at 

a time, to gradually alter the variable until a new acoustic response is 

heard. Subsequently, ómaintaining the condition of that response, the 

player begins gradually altering the same or another variableô.52 Here 

it is also possible to observe how the instructions put emphasis on the 

gradually changing state of the material and on the path of its trans-

formation. The player decides in which order the variables are altered 

throughout, determining the trajectory of the piece. My work does not 

emphasise long-term gradual transformation to the same degree.  Sec-

tions are mostly conceived as separate panels in which a material is 

explored in the form of a perpetually repeating action. Each reiteration 

functions as an individual entity. The trajectory of the pieces acts as an 

orderly succession of waves that unfolds one after the other.  

 

 
51 Alvin Lucier Silver Streetcar for the Orchestra: For Amplified Solo Tri-

angle, Material Press, Kiel, 1988 
52 Ibid. 
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1.4. Gauging instability  

There is a strong link between the intensity of events and the degree of 

instability in the performance of the material. The events that my mu-

sic investigates are byproducts of the tactile interaction between per-

formers and material. Instability is conceived of as one among several 

agents that intensify these events by limiting and diminishing the 

amount of control the performers have. I think of instability as an im-

balance between the forces at play within the performance of the ma-

terial. This imbalance concerns the opposition of forces between re-

dundancy and information. I regard the tension between these forces 

as productive, and as the primary generator of events.    

An important preoccupation in my practice is gauging this imbal-

ance ð a sensitivity which involves regulating instability and its im-

pact on the final outcome. The range of this impact can be extremely 

wide. At one extreme, it can be so limited that, within their sounding 

outcome, multiple reiterations of the materialôs blueprint reveal little 

palpable difference between one another. In this case, the reiterations 

exhibit a very high level of redundancy, and events are too subtle to 

bring consistent information to the fore. At the other, instability can 

have such an impact that the materialôs blueprint as registered in sound 

is no longer identifiable, as the level of palpable redundancy between 

multiple reiterations is significantly low. In this second case, the rela-

tion between events and material is no longer tangible, and events lose 

their potential of becoming form.  

John Baldessariôs artwork Throwing four balls in the air to get a 

square (best of 36 tries) (1974) provides an example of how a high 

level of instability can significantly impact multiple iterations deriving 

from a single prescription (for action). One reason why I find this art-

work particularly interesting, is that in a way it functions like a text 

score. It specifies a precise prescription, that is executed and docu-

mented by the artist.   
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Figure 5: John Baldessari, Throwing Four Balls in the Air to Get a Square (Best of Thirty-Six Tries), 

1972ï73, Eight colour photographs 24.1 x 34.9 cm each | 9 1/2 x 13 3/4 inches each.   

 

In its final form, the work is documented in eight photographs which 

capture separate attempts of forming a square by throwing four balls 

in the air. The photographs are different outcomes of the prescription. 

However, given the high degree of instability inherent in the perfor-

mance of this gesture and the fact that the control of the óperformerô is 

dramatically undermined by external forces (e.g., gravity), the out-

come of each attempt is substantially different. It is possible to notice 

how significantly the forces that destabilise the performance distort the 

identity of the compositional material. What, according to the task, 

should resemble a square merely becomes four balls in the air. I would 

argue that the common identity of the compositional material would 

no longer be recognisable if it was not for the title outlining the process 

behind the artwork. 
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Similarly, in Federico Pozzerôs piano piece Moving Objects (2020), 

the composer sets up a situation in which the performer has very lim-

ited control over the musical materialôs behaviour. In Moving Objects, 

the pianistôs task is to form specific shapes by blowing on ping pong 

balls placed on the middle-register-strings of a grand piano. This 

highly unstable situation leads to unpredictable interactions between 

the performer and the musical materialôs behaviour.  

 

 

Figure 6: Federico Pozzer, Moving Object ï example 1, ping pong ball figure © Federico Pozzer 

 

 

Figure 7: Federico Pozzer, Moving Object ï example 2, actualisation of ping pong ball figure © Federico Pozzer 

 

Both Baldessari and Pozzer set situations in which swarms of unpre-

dicted difference are fostered by the performersô relinquishment of a 

significant level of control over the compositional material. In each 

case, a precise level of instability distorts the materialôs identity to the 

extent that little redundancy is palpable. In both cases we have an ex-

perimentation in the failure of achieving an impossible task.  

By comparison, I pursue a more moderate level of instability. The 

forces at play in my pieces act on each other in order to bring about 

lesser imbalances than those discussed above. A central concern for 

me is maintaining a level of gauging so that one force does not over-

power the other. In my work, the degree of unprescribed information 

emerging from different reiterations of the prescription that is tangible 
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in their outcome is considerably smaller. The emergent information 

functions as a form of ornamentation that manifests itself through 

events (e.g., oscillations, rhythmic fluctuations, pitch deviations, gaps, 

bumps, cracks, and all sorts of small unpredicted nuances in articula-

tion). The sounding material serves as a structural vase for events to 

proliferate and to become form.  

Agnes Martinôs grid paintings, such as Untitled (1960), White 

Flower (1960), The Islands (1961), Night Sea (1963), Falling Blue 

(1963), approach instability in a way that presents many similarities to 

my practice. The structure of each of these paintings consists of a me-

ticulously proportioned grid. Sketches and notes from Martin reveal 

that the symmetries of the grids are determined by careful studies and 

complex calculations. In some cases, the spaces between the lines are 

used as containers for delicate markings or brush strokes, which are 

repeated as evenly as possible (e.g., White Flower, The Islands). There 

are two aspects of Martinôs technique that are particularly pertinent to 

my compositional approach: (i) each line of the grid is carefully drawn 

with the aid of a ruler, and (ii) Martin introduces a manner of interfer-

ence that serves to undermine precision, regularity, consistency, etc. 

of the execution of the line (e.g., the workôs support, in many instances 

a canvas with a particularly rough and uneven surface achieved by the 

application of gesso).53 Martin here sets up a system in which two 

forces are at play. On one hand, the ruler forces the execution of the 

line in the direction of sameness, redundancy and perfection. At the 

same time, other agents are introduced as a counterforce encompassing 

difference, information, and imperfection. Each line negotiates these 

forces, rendering them visible. Similar to my work, rather than one 

force overpowering the other, each exists in constant oscillation. In 

this way, a modified manner of negotiation takes place, a balance be-

tween redundancy and information is maintained in the final outcome. 

Each line reveals its own unique idiosyncrasies and acts as a container 

for emergent variation to provide information within the redundancy 

of the grid.  

Gauging imbalance is an essential component in my work. There 

are two aspects worth enumerating here:  

(i) An expansion of the space in which events occur so as to ren-

der the dynamics here more tangible or palpable. The issue of 

 
53 Frances Morris, Tiffany Bell, Agnes Martin, Agnes Martin (London: Tate 

Publishing, 2015) p. 195 
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rendering forces in art is brilliantly discussed by Gilles 

Deleuze in his book Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation: 

In art, and in painting as in music, it is not a matter of repro-

ducing or inventing forms, but of capturing forces. [é] Paul 

Kleeôs famous formula -  ñNot to render the visible, but to 

render visibleò ï means nothing else. The task of painting is 

defined as the attempt to render visible forces that are not 

themselves visible. Likewise, music attempts to render sono-

rous forces that are not themselves sonorous. [é] Sometimes 

these are the same thing. Time which is nonsonorous and in-

visible ï how can time be painted, how can time be heard? 

And elementary forces like pressure, inertia, weight, attrac-

tion, gravitation, germination ï how can they be rendered?  54  

What I am really trying to render in my music is unprescribed 

information stemming from contrasting or opposing forces. 

When there is only one force at play, or when the forces dis-

play a high level of imbalance, the material tends to unfold 

in a manner which is predictable, with one force collapsing 

under the pressure of the other. When the forces are in slight 

imbalance rather, tension is prolonged and with it greater de-

grees of uncertainty.  

(ii)  To preserve the perception of materialôs blueprint over time, 

so that the listeners can eventually experience events as dif-

ferent actualisations of the same materialôs blueprint. As a 

listener of my own work, I often find that the more I become 

aware of the characteristics of the materialôs identity, the 

more the events emerging from it become meaningful to my 

listening experience. Todd May pertinently describes the no-

tion of identity as follows: 

An identity requires conceptual stability. In order for some-

thing to have an identity, it must have characteristics that can 

be identified over time. Those characteristics do not need to 

be stable. The stability needs to be possessed only by the 

 
54 Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, (London: Contin-

uum, 2003). p.55-56 
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concepts that identify them. Certain kinds of instabilities 

might be identified, and might be part of the identity of what 

is. 55 

The more I become familiar with the identity that the material forms 

over multiple reiterations, the more I am likely to trace idiosyncratic 

events at each reiteration, and to sense the friction between opposing 

forces operating underneath. When experienced in relation to the iden-

tity of material, events can acquire a formal and structural role, ac-

tively informing the listening experience. They can become part of our 

memory and inform how we will perceive future events. Events be-

come a structural layer on their own. They unfold their contingent mu-

sical discourse, and a vocabulary and a syntax can eventually be traced 

out of them.  

 

1.5. Ornamentation  

In referring to spontaneous emergent ornamentation, ornamentation 

indicates the structural and formal function of ornaments, as opposed 

to the aesthetic of any specific tradition of ornamentation as pertains 

for compositional and performance practices. I conceived ornamenta-

tion as a prism through which the role of events is viewed, including 

the manner in which they originate in the material. For a proper un-

derstanding of ornamentation in my work, it is necessary to begin with 

a general definition of the term.  

Although the term can, in certain circumstances, connote the óthe 

inessential, the superfluous, or the superficial, the merely decora-

tiveô56, I wish to argue that ornaments have a central structural role in 

several musical traditions. As musicologist Kenneth Kreitner suggests, 

in French baroque music, ornamentation serves óa practical purpose: 

to provide shape and character to the melody.ô57 This melody, being 

ónothing by the mere force of soundô only receives its character óby the 

affective contours that one gives it in executing it.ô58 However, I wish 

to extend this further by proposing that ornaments function not only as 

 
55 Todd May, Gilles Deleuze: An introduction, (Cambridge University Press: 

2005) p.18 
56 Rae Beth Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire in Nineteenth-Century 

French Literature, (Princeton University Press: 1992) p.4 
57 Kenneth, Kreitner, Ornaments, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) 

p.34 doi:10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.49928. 
58 Ibid. 
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providers of shape and character, but also acquire a central role in de-

termining the success of a composition. François Couperin, in the pref-

ace to the third book of his Pi®ces de Clavecin (1722) stated that óhis 

ornaments and music were indissolubly linkedô:   

I am always surprised, after the pains I have taken to indicate the 

agr®mens which suit my pieces, and of which I have given separately a 

quite intelligible explanation in a particular m®thode known as L'art de 

toucher le clavecin, to hear people who have learnt them without follow-

ing my instructions. This negligence is unpardonable, the more so since 

it is not at all an arbitrary matter to introduce such ornaments as one 

wishes. I declare that my pieces must be executed as I have marked them, 

and that they will never make much of an impression on persons of true 

taste unless everything I have indicated is observed to the letter, without 

adding or subtracting anything. 59 

The definitions of ornamentation that better suit my practice are the 

ones that focus solely on structural and formal aspects. According to 

musicologist Frederik Neumann, an ornament is ógenerally conceived 

as an addition to structureô and thereby óserves to set off the structural 

elements to a greater aesthetic advantage, most typically by importing 

to them more grace, elegance, smoothness or varietyô.60 This descrip-

tion discloses what I understand is the core function of musical orna-

mentation. First, as an addition to the structural hierarchies of the com-

position, and second, to draw attention to details by providing inner 

variety and nuances within the material.  

Neumanôs definition clearly delineates the structural role of orna-

ments. However, defining what an ornament might be from a stand-

point of perception is a more challenging task. The threshold is often 

blurred between ornaments on the one hand, and on the other, musical 

material belonging to a larger time-scale level. Moreover, ónot all will 

agree on what constitutes an ornament and how it can be set apart from 

the non-ornamental structural elements.ô 61 The issue of the perception 

of ornamentation was largely addressed in the field of decorative arts 

and perceptual psychology. Several useful analogies between orna-

mentation in visual arts and music can be traced. Owen Jonesô 1856 

seminal works The Grammar of Ornament includes óa hundred mainly 

 
59  François Couperin, and Kenneth Gilbert. Pi c̄es De Clavecin: 3eme Li-

vre, (Heugel, Paris: 1969) Preface 
60 Neumann, Frederick. Ornamentation in Baroque and Post-Baroque Mu-

sic, with Special Emphasis on J. S. Bach, (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1978), p.3 
61 Ibid. 
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coloured plates with some 1,000 examples of the ornamental artsô62, 

which stands to this day a point of reference in the field of psychology 

of decorative art. The following description of the arabesque ornamen-

tation of the Alhambra is relevant:   

The general forms were first cared for; these were subdivided by general 

lines; the interstices were then filled with ornament, which was again 

subdivided and enriched for closer inspection . . . When seen at a dis-

tance, the main lines strike the eye; as we approach nearer, the detail 

comes into the composition; on a closer inspection, we see still further 

detail on the surface of the ornaments themselves. 63 

 

Figure 8: Owen Jones and Jules Goury, detail of the Alhambra Plans, Elevations, Sections, and Details of the Alhambra, 1842-45 

 
62 Ernst H. Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of 

Decorative Art. (Oxford: Phaidon, 1984) p.51 
63 Quoted in Ibid., p.53 
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Similar to Neumannôs stance, Jonesô description outlines how orna-

mentation operates as a scale-related phenomenon. The analysis is in-

formative in emphasising the special place given to detail and nuance. 

It is through these that the viewer enters into a meaningful or substan-

tive perceptual experience of the object, one determined by variation 

as the point of observation changes. Crucially, the object is fixed in 

itself. It is in the variance of the point of observation that difference, 

dynamics, and flux occur. In this there is an aspect of attraction, of 

allure even. These aspects are of fundamental importance in my work. 

Firstly, events operate at a smaller time-scale-level than the material 

from which they emerge. Secondly, the fostering of events aims ulti-

mately to draw the listener nearer or deeper, so as to pay close attention 

to the smallest nuances and variations.  

For a better understanding of why events in my work function as a 

form of ornamentation, I will  address what conditions, as I define 

them, are necessary for this manner of perception: 

(i) Ornaments originate from another material that belongs to a 

larger time-scale level of the composition. Whether an event ac-

quires the perceptual function of an ornament depends on how its 

relationship with the material from which it originates is organised 

and perceived. As Neumann states: 

A modern school of thought denies that certain parts of the musical 

fabric can be definitely assigned to structure, others to ornament. It 

advocates instead the idea that the relationship between the two cat-

egories is constantly shifting, depending on the time-span involved. 

The same note that is structural ("ornamented") over, say, the time-

span of a quarter-note, can become "ornamental" over the time-span 

of a whole-note. Then, by widening the focus, the note that is struc-

tural over the time-span of a whole-note can become ornamental over 

the time-span of several measures.64 

Although in this passage Neumann is not directly addressing orna-

mentation from a perceptual standpoint, his words illuminate how 

musical ornamentation is tightly bound to relationships that exist 

on different time-scale levels of the composition. The relevance of 

scale is immediately evident in observing ornament tables as illus-

trated below.  

 
64 Neumann, Frederick. Ornamentation in Baroque and Post-Baroque Mu-

sic, with Special Emphasis on J. S. Bach, (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1978), p.3   
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Figure 9: Jean Henry dôAnglebert, Table of ornaments from Pièces de clavecin (1689) 

The following passage from James Tenneyôs Meta + Hodos ar-

ticulates the inner structure of this principle:  

And we can move gradually and by degrees into situations in which 

there can be no doubt that a sound's variations in time are no longer 

"subliminal," but in which the sound may still only have the character 

and function of a basic element in the larger configuration or sound-

idea. Trills, tremolos, and fast repeated-notes fall into this category, 

as do certain kinds of arpeggiations, repeated figures, fast scale-pas-

sages and the like. óéô They will have the "character and function" 

of basic elements when because of the musical context-they are ef-

fectively "absorbed" into a larger configuration, or when their func-

tion within the configuration is made to be similar to that of their 

more static counterparts (i.e. trills and repeated-notes like sustained 

tones, tremolos and arpeggios like sustained chords, etc.). 65 

 
65 James Tenney, Meta + Hodos and META Meta + Hodos, 2nd edn. (n.p., 

1988), p. 12 
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(ii) The relationship between the ornament and the larger material 

from which it emerges should ideally be tangible. In my music 

this is strongly dependent on the recursive structure of the music66 

and on the way a high level of redundancy displayed in the mate-

rial  intensifies the information that pertains for events. The mate-

rial  returns to itself in order to determine itself anew, for in each 

return contingency is regained. For the material and its looping 

movement to be traceable, each reiteration must maintain redun-

dancy. The framework provided by the Gestalt principles of 

grouping67 offers a further perspective. As outlined by cognitivist 

Roger Shepard:  

 

¶ Proximity. Things that are located close together are likely to be 

grouped as being part of the same object.  

 

¶ Similarity. When objects are equally spaced, the ones that appear 

similar tend to be grouped as being related. If objects are similar 

in shape they are most probably related.  

 

¶ Symmetry. Because random unrelated objects in the world are not 

expected to exhibit symmetry, it would be most improbable for 

unrelated objects to exhibit symmetric relationships.  

 

¶ Good continuation. If objects are collinear, or arranged in such a 

way that it appears likely that they continue each other, they tend 

to be grouped perceptually.  

 

¶ Common Fate: Objects that move together are likely to be con-

nected. This is the strongest principle in Gestalt theory. 68 

 

The following image provides a visual representation of these 

principles. 

 
66 See Yuk Huiôs description of recursivity Chapter 1.3.1 
67 The gestalt principles of grouping were developed by psychologist Max 

Wertheimer in the early twentieth century. They informed much of the re-

search on music perception that took place in twentieth century (e.g., Meta 

+ Hodos)  
68 Shepard, Roger, 'Cognitive Psychology and Music', Music, Cognition and 

Computerised Sound: An Introduction to Psychoacoustics ed. Cook, Perry 

R. (London, 1999), p. 32-33. 
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Figure 10: Roger Shepard, visual representation of Gestalt principles of grouping.69 

 

The principles of proximity and similarity are particularly perti-

nent to my work, as the following excerpt from Book of Threads 

2, for solo cello, demonstrates.  

 

  

Figure 11: Book of Threads 2 ï example 1, page 1, measures 1-16 

 

 
69 Perry R. Cook (ed.), Music, Cognition, and Computerized Sound: An In-

troduction to Psychoacoustics, p. 32, ©2001 Perry R. Cook, published by 

the MIT Press. 
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Several iterations of the material are placed one after the other 

like a succession of quasi-identical happenings. The iterations 

maintain a high level of redundancy through such readily identi-

fiable aspects as dynamic shape, pitch, the distinct sonority and 

timing of the left-hand pizzicato dyad. Despite slight variations in 

duration and gradually changing bowing positions, it is possible 

to perceive each iteration as a different manifestation of the same 

material. So, proximity is assured by the temporal organisation, 

similarity by identifiable aspects as described.  

 

Once the identity of the material is clearly established, there is 

room then for events to bring information to the fore and, in doing 

so, unfold a discourse. As art historian Ernst Gombrich states:  

 
I believe that in the struggle for existence organisms developed a 

sense of order not because their environment was generally orderly 

but rather because perception requires a framework against which to 

plot deviations from regularity. To anticipate the simplest example 

of this relationship, it is the break in the order which arouses attention 

and results in the elementary visual or auditory accents which often 

account for the interest of decorative and musical forms. 70 

In my practice I try to create the conditions for events to have formal 

and perceptual weight, providing such ódeviations from regularityô as 

Gombrich describes. In the next section I outline in detail how events 

can eventually manifest. 

 

1.6. A table of spontaneous emergent ornaments 

The overarching aims behind my artistic practice lie neither in the ter-

rain of comparative analysis of events, nor in the scientific understand-

ing of them. My stance towards research always hints toward what 

Deleuze defines as Palpation. For Deleuze óconcepts do not identify 

difference, they palpate it.ô71 Palpation is regarded not as óa traditional 

philosophical activityô since its purpose is not to ócomprehend, if by 

 
70 Ernst H. Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of 

Decorative Art. (Oxford: Phaidon, 1984) p.13 
71 Todd May, Gilles Deleuze: An introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2005), p.20 
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comprehension we mean bringing within our intellectual control.ô72 

The following passage offers a useful analogy:  

If a doctor palpates something that cannot be directly perceived, philos-

ophy palpates something that cannot be directly comprehended. It pal-

pates something that eludes our theoretical grasp, something that [é] 

eludes our knowledge. Concepts palpate difference, and by doing so they 

give voice to it. [é]   If it is difference rather than identity we seek, and 

the interesting and remarkable rather than the true, then it is palpation 

rather than comprehension we require. 73 

These words reflect my compositional attitude. In the pieces presented 

in this portfolio I explore various strategies to set listening experiences 

in which, by means of events, it is possible to palpate the swarms of 

difference within the material. However, the way events and their dis-

course are perceived, is in part a subjective matter. The focus of this 

research is not to assert what specific events are from an acoustical 

standpoint, but rather investigate the experience and the palpation of 

the discourse that events can reveal.  

The following case study provides a concrete example of how this 

discourse manifests itself. It consists of an in-depth examination of the 

events that arose in one performance of the first section of my violin 

piece Book of Threads.  The analysis is divided into two stages. The 

first focuses on delineating the emergent vocabulary through a catego-

risation of event types. Inspired by the tables of ornaments of the ba-

roque period, this categorisation outlines different types of spontane-

ous emergent ornaments that I see recurring throughout this perfor-

mance. It is important to stress that this categorisation is based on my 

own perception and is to this extent subjective. A different listener 

might hear, identify, and categorise the events differently. I wish to 

touch on the variety these events introduce from a structural and formal 

standpoint, rather than to assert indisputably what, precisely, this vari-

ety is.  

The second step focuses on delineating the syntax that the vocabu-

lary generates. For this purpose, I compare the first nine iterations of 

the material, dwelling on how the types of events previously catego-

rised re-emerge in different forms, engender compound sequences, 

 
72 Todd May, Gilles Deleuze: An introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2005), p.20 
73 Ibid. 
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and, in these, develop syntax. For the purpose of clarification, I use 

spectrogram analysis74, a useful tool which shows tendencies of mate-

rialôs unprescribed behaviours that might otherwise go unnoticed. The 

following video consists of a performance of the whole first section by 

violinist Dejana Sekuliĺ, coupled with its visual representation. 

Video Example 1: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oaqwo__LQMTtjLj8ybm8TirX5y_TKAbU/view?usp=drive_link 

 

1.6.1. The material    

Each bar of the first section consists of one musical action: a wave-like 

dynamic profile performed on the fourth harmonic partial of the E-

string. The stratum of the dynamic profile rises and falls between pppp 

and pp. Within this stratum, the pp indication is approached as very 

quiet but stable, while pppp prescribes a dynamic level in which the 

performers relinquish their control on the steady vibration of the string. 

This stratum explores the continuous transition between the stable and 

unstable as a generator of events. In the following score excerpt it is 

possible to see how the material is notated.  

 

 

Figure 12: Book of Threads ï example 2, page 1, measures 1-4  

The stratum of the bowing positions follows a similar continuous tran-

sition within the range between molto sul ponticello and ordinario. 

These two strata act as interdependent forces that interact between one 

another. The slight changes in tempo markings aim to increase the 

 
74 While spectrogram typically concerns frequency analysis, here I wish to 

put it to slightly different use, as a means of showing the appearance of 

events as sounding elements in time. These representations are provided in 

the form of both static images and videos. In the videos, recordings are cou-

pled with their spectrogram representation and a cursor that follows the un-

folding of material/events.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oaqwo__LQMTtjLj8ybm8TirX5y_TKAbU/view?usp=drive_link
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degree of palpable information by slightly contracting and expanding 

the duration of these transitions.  

 

1.6.2. An emergent vocabulary 

The following is a categorisation of the events type that arose through-

out this performance. It consists of a list of recurring event types, not 

notated, that tend to reappear in slightly different forms.  
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¶ The Gap  

The gap or the crack is a brief interruption in the sound production. 

When observing instances of event type on the spectrogram it is pos-

sible to see how, in these extremely brief time spans, many of the har-

monic components of the spectrum collapse for a moment to then re-

appear thereafter. The below figure shows a gap as graphically repre-

sented in spectrogram analysis (c.11.25).  

 

Figure 13: Book of Threads - example 3, single gap [video]  

Gaps can appear in a isolated form like the example above, or in mul-

tiple instances as seen in the example below:  

 

 

Figure 14: : Book of Threads - example 4, multiple  gap [video] 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D3I8qHSpuAKSPsAlTvyYsw0v76iYjX9W/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wHFDtAgSPsceeSArTI_v7PV7YXg7JndX/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Incomplete emergence:  

 

This concerns an event which, in tending in the direction of stabilisa-

tion, disappears momentarily (c.1.35-1.37).  

 

Figure 15: Book of Threads - example 5, incomplete emergence [video]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/18FTfOVe8BZ7L61EhA4a7alZlfzrVWJCZ/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Re-emergence:   

 

 

This concerns an event which reaches a stable state (c.25-26), disap-

pears, then appears once more in a stable state (c.27.5).  

 

 

Figure 16: Book of Threads - example 6, re-emergence [video]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wHFDtAgSPsceeSArTI_v7PV7YXg7JndX/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Partial emergence:  

 

This concerns a spectrum which opens up suddenly (evident in the 

analysis between 1:09 and 1:10), but which was previously only par-

tially present.  

 

 

Figure 17: Book of Threads - example 7, partial emergence [video]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I-4MME1W-twEsLyQhf61LROzWRNlKRzw/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ The Oscillation:  

 

It occurs when the perceived tone oscillates between different pitches. 

It can appear in different forms (single, multiples) and at different 

rates. Moreover, it can generate subtle contingent melodic movements. 

See Video 8 below for an example of oscillation.  

 

1.6.3. An emergent syntax 

The next step is a comparative description of the events in each of the 

first 9 bars of this performance. Here I will focus on different com-

pound sequences generated in the unfolding of events. Moreover, I 

scrutinise whether or not either an emergent syntax and a contingent 

musical discourse arise. 

¶ Bar 1:  

 

 

Figure 18: Book of Threads - example 8, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 1 

[video]. 

In the above example it is possible to observe a rapid stabilisation (c.5-

7) of the sound production, followed by a subtle incomplete re-emer-

gence (c.7.75).  

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_TNkw6IDaxuZ1WmIdrS7ncK9QeAa95z1/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 2:   

 

 

Figure 19: Book of Threads - example 9, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 2 

[video]. 

 

In bar 2 a slightly more complex sequence arises. After a brief period 

of stabilisation, we observe a consistent gap (c.11.2) before the sound 

production reaches stabilisation again. Towards the end it is possible 

to perceive an oscillation towards a lower pitch (c.12-13.2), as the 

higher partials become weaker.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D3I8qHSpuAKSPsAlTvyYsw0v76iYjX9W/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 3:  

 

 

Figure 20: Book of Threads - example 10, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 3 

[video]. 

 

In bar 3 a more stable profile arises. Here it is possible to perceive how 

gradual shifts in bowing position cause subtle oscillations as some of 

the harmonic partials loose or gain intensity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1f7jlhVaKcpN7g3a6PiYuxA7gr_iNHWyR/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 4:   

 

 

Figure 21: Book of Threads - example 11, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 4 

[video]. 

 

In the beginning of bar 4 it is possible to observe a rapid stabilisation 

with a steady tone then lasting approximately half of the bar. In the 

second half multiple re-emergences appear disrupted by gaps. While 

the first of these re-emergences (c.27.5) is fairly stable on a larger 

spectrum, the subsequent re-emergences (c.28-29.5) mainly consist of 

two partials. Following the previous categorisation, these could be de-

scribed as incomplete re-emergences with gaps in between. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wHFDtAgSPsceeSArTI_v7PV7YXg7JndX/view?usp=sharing%20
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wHFDtAgSPsceeSArTI_v7PV7YXg7JndX/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 5:   

 

 

Figure 22: Book of Threads - example 12, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 5 

[video]. 

 

In bar 5 a continuous sound production appears with the exception of 

the two consistent gaps occurring in between. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1f_FqvFDFiZrhyfh9pz4OMwSIm8lf9-Ji/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 6:  

 

  

Figure 23: Book of Threads - example 13, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 6 

[video] 

 

Bar 6 exhibits a complex fragmented sequence that never seems to 

reach a persistent stability. It rather exists at a threshold between stable 

and unstable states, unravelling several gaps, re-emergences, incom-

plete emergences of various intensity, and oscillations between differ-

ent partials. An interesting behaviour that appears here for the first 

time is a sort of contingent tremolo effect (c.41-43) occurring in the 

middle of the bar, in which some of the harmonic partials reveal ex-

tremely fast and continue alterations in intensity.  

. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qSI4nKnwUxPH26VupGDGgCpl4MP7wtFV/view?usp=sharing
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¶ Bar 7:  

 

 

Figure 24: Book of Threads - example 14, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 7 

[video]. 

 

During the first half of bar 7, a relatively steady tone arises. In the 

second half of the bar, it is possible to observe subtle incomplete re-

emergences of two weak partials (c.55-57).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1V0qNWh10PZxDNyqgsqoNoaMkego3-XwN/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Bar 8:   

 

 

Figure 25: Book of Threads - example 15, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 8 

[video]. 

 

Bar 8 features a considerably continuous sound production in which 

the tremolo that first appeared in bar 6 plays a significant role.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gXUcuq7Zmy8jNkANzIl2Dy54fZHmLv6A/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Bar 9:  

 

 

Figure 26: Book of Threads - example 16, spontaneous emergent ornamentation in measure 9 

[video]. 

 

In the first half of bar 9 an instance of partial emergence (c.1.08-

1.09.03) precedes a period of stabilisation of a wider harmonic spec-

trum (1.09.03-1.10.05). In the second half of the bar different re-emer-

gences of varying intensity are evident. It is possible to hear an exam-

ple of oscillation in which the perceivable pitch drops for a moment, 

before returning to its previous state, like a sort of contingent mordent 

(c.1.11-1.12.5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I-4MME1W-twEsLyQhf61LROzWRNlKRzw/view?usp=drive_link
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1.6.4. Considerations on the discourse 

This close inspection delineates a more concrete and palpable picture 

of how spontaneous emergent ornamentation can manifest. It confirms 

that from the material a considerable variety of events arises. Several 

types of events tend to reappear in slightly different forms and consti-

tute a sort of foundational vocabulary. Furthermore, events often 

emerge in complex compound sequences in which the components of 

the foundational vocabulary are constantly recontextualised, so engen-

dering an emergent syntax. Instances of spontaneous emergent orna-

mentation can eventually become part of the listenersô memory and 

thereby inform the perception of subsequent iterations. The contingent 

musical discourse can be seen as an emancipation of the surplus pro-

duced in the tactility of the handmade, which here becomes form. I 

believe my work implicitly suggests a manner of listening in which the 

ear and mind become alert in such a way as to untangle the subtle dis-

course of events. Moreover, it proposes and establishes a composi-

tional procedure that regards subtle uncontrolled events as elements 

which are fundamental, structural and formal in nature.  

Finally, I would like to conclude this chapter with a few remarks 

on the form in Book of Threads. The piece is designed to promote a 

listening experience in which no element of the music would shroud 

the experience of palpation of events. The material displays an ex-

tremely high level of redundancy; as the time passes and the listeners 

become accustomed with the identity of the materialôs blueprint, the 

piece does not offer information besides this tactile surplus. The dy-

namics profile of the material clearly marks the end and the beginning 

of each iteration. This creates a musical situation in which it is possible 

to trace the recursivity of the material. Yuk Huiôs definition of the 

term75 is particularly pertinent, as the material re-affirms its identity at 

each turn of the recursive structure, while each of these turns is in itself 

open for the novelty that the events bring.   

This approach to form is the common thread that connects the 

pieces discussed in the following chapter. Each focuses on one mate-

rial  blueprint at a time. The material is explored in redundant fashion, 

and quasi-identical musical gestures are repeated one after another. In 

each of these pieces, the temporal proximity of multiple material blue-

prints is almost entirely avoided, intending to let events provide the 

 
75 óRecursivity is not mere mechanical repetition; it is characterized by the 

looping movement of returning to itself in order to determine itself, while 

every movement is open to contingency, which in turn determines its singu-

larityô.   
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majority of information in the listening experience. In this way, events 

acquire a prominent formal role in the listening experience and reveal 

their discourse. In these pieces the material is not conceived as a struc-

tural element, but as a space for a more subtle layer of spontaneous 

formal activity, or in Deleuzian terms, a space of difference.      
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COMMENTARIES #1: A SPACE OF DIFFERENCE 

2.1 Book of Threads 

Book of Threads (2020/2021) is a series consisting of the two76 follow-

ing composition: 

(i) Book of Threads (2020) for solo violin 

(ii) Book of Threads 2 (2020) for solo cello 

These pieces investigate an array of different techniques introduced in 

order to foster the proliferation of events. In each piece, form is de-

signed to bring events to the foreground of the listenerôs experience. 

The following commentary provides a detailed account of the compo-

sitional processes used in each piece.  

2.1.1 Form and material 

Both pieces discussed here are organised in separated sections. Each 

of these consists of a single material blueprint which is in each case 

reiterated for the entirety of the section. The boundaries of sections are 

in most cases marked by silences. The following score excerpt shows 

the first section of Book of Threads in its entirety:  

 
76 Book of Threads 3 (2020) for solo violin and piano is also included in this 

series, but not yet performed.  
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Figure 27: Book of Threads - example 17, section 1. 
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The materialôs blueprint consists of sustained pitches, articulated 

through a wave-like dynamics profile which falls and rises between pp 

and pppp. The approach to dynamics takes stability and control as the 

main point of reference, rather than loudness or amplitude. As already 

mentioned in Chapter 1.6, the dynamic level oscillates in such a way 

as to allow the performer more or less control. Ideally, the performer 

will  develop a heightened sense owing to the manner in which their 

touch is reflected and amplified by the emergence of events. Moreover, 

the dynamic wave-like profile makes clear where each turn of the re-

cursive structure begins and ends.  

The stratum of the bowing position acts similarly to that of the dy-

namics in transitioning between point A to point B. This approach to 

material explores the interaction between interdependent strata (i.e., 

dynamics, bowing position) in the role of generator of events. The way 

I employ gradual transitions within multiple strata presents some anal-

ogies with the multi-parametric approach known as de-coupling, 

which is extensively investigated by several composers such as Aaron 

Cassidy, Turgut Erçetin, Klaus K. Hübler, Claus-Steffan Mahnkopf, 

among others. Composer Matthew Sergeant describes de-coupling as 

follows: 

the parameters involved in the physical operation of a musical instru-

ment (e.g. slide position, tongue-articulation, etc.) are stratified into sep-

arate quasi-polyphonic musical layers ï often notated on individual 

staves. The instrumentalist executes all of these parametric strands sim-

ultaneously, the moment-to-moment sonic result determined by the au-

tomatic reunification of the data-streams in performance.77  

Compared to that of these composers, my approach to material in-

volved less data and layers. Nevertheless, it features a similar multi-

layered mechanism in which several independent components influ-

ence one another and trigger unforeseen behaviours of the material. 

This aspect is explored in several other compositions included in the 

research such as Jeux de Vagues, Dancing with a Statue and In Sich 

Hineinsingen.  

Book of Threads and Book of Threads 2 take separate approaches 

to the relations between strata. In Book of Threads, the transitions in 

dynamics and bow position proceed in parallel, i.e., at the same speed, 

 
77 Matthew Sergeant, Introducing óRe-couplingô: The Compositional Appro-

priation of Instrumental Physicality to disrupt Pattern-based Musical Mate-

rials, Athens Journal of Humanities & Arts - Volume 1, Issue 3 ï Pages 

239-252, p.239 
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while slight variations in bar durations intensify the swarms of differ-

ence that stems from the interaction between the strata. This use of 

time signatures acts as a simple device to avoid a more mechanical 

approach to repetition, and serves to prolong the performerôs energy 

and focus. This approach is also observable in the work of Morton 

Feldman and Bryn Harrison. Commenting on the approach to rhythm 

and notation in his piano piece Vessels (2012) Harrison states:  

the score is relatively complex involving some intricate rhythmic articu-

lations and would be almost impossible to learn from memory. It re-

quires the performer to see each moment as a new encounter with some-

thing already familiar. Each moment in the piece becomes conditioned 

by ones response to each of the previous intricate moments, resulting in 

nuanced differences in interpretation. 78 

Similarly, pianist Philip Thomas, who premiered and recorded the 

piece comments that: 

this continually flexible approach to time (reflected in the notation) is 

what keeps me alert and curious throughout the duration of the work. If 

the way the lines move in relation to a pulse was more consistent, I can 

imagine struggling more with the long duration. 79  

Conversely, In Book of Threads 2, the transitions occurring in sep-

arate strata proceed at a different speeds. Different ratios between 

transitionôs lengths are explored throughout the piece, as outlined in 

the following table. 

 

 

 

 

 
78 Interview with Bryn Harrison, http://www.anothertimbre.com/ves-

sels.html [accesed on 28/04/2024] 
79 Philip Thomas óVessels and the Sensuality of Touchô blog article, 

https://www.philip-thomas.co.uk/vessels-and-the-sensuality-of-touch/ [ac-

cessed on 28/04/2024] 

http://www.anothertimbre.com/vessels.html
http://www.anothertimbre.com/vessels.html
https://www.philip-thomas.co.uk/vessels-and-the-sensuality-of-touch/
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Section Length of bowing 

position transition  

Length of dynamic 

transition 

Ratio between the 

two transitions 

1 8 bars 1 bar 8:1 

2 6 bars 1 bar 6:1 

3 6 bars 2 bars 3:1 

4 4 bars 2 bars 2:1 

5 6 bars 4 bars 3:2 

6 6 bars 4 bars 3:2 

 

Figure 28: Book of Threads 2 - Table of ratios between bowing position and dynamic articulation. 

 

These two organisational approaches to strata make precise and dif-

ferent impacts on the listening experience of events. In comparing 

these, the faster and more consistent pace of Book of Threads puts 

greater emphasis on the relations between events that emerge in close 

proximity. In Book of Threads 2, the slower pace of the transitions be-

tween defined bow positions acts as a gradually changing timbral lens 

through which the material is heard. As in There are neither Wholes, 

nor Parts by Scott McLaughlin, and Silver Streetcar for the Orchestra 

by Alvin Lucier, there is greater emphasis on gradual change.  

 

2.1.2 Additional Strata as destabilisers 

An important feature of my approach to material in this series is the 

use of additional destabilisation. In this, additional strata are intro-

duced to increase complexity. By increasing the number of strata 

within a single instrumental part, the bowed material is further desta-

bilised, and a wider range of events can emerge from a more complex 

interaction among strata. Moreover, these additional strata introduce 

a more multilayered kind of spontaneous emergent ornamentation, 

manifested as a counterpoint between strata. The catalogue of tech-

niques used in this series can be divided into two families. The first 

adds a stratum performed with left-hand-pizzicato using the remaining 
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available fingers. The following is a list of the techniques employed 

which belong to this family.80 

 

¶ Melody/ single notes 

 

 

Figure 29: Book of Threads - example 18, page 2, measures 1-4 [video]. 

In this example, a single note is performed with the left-hand pizzicato 

at the beginning of each measure. In the recording it is possible to hear 

how this instance encloses a considerable degree of unpredicted vari-

ance. A palpable variety in loudness, attack, and decay, occurs within 

the stratum of pizzicato. Moreover, the stratum of pizzicato under-

mines the stability of the natural harmonics dyad. The lower note of 

the dyads, which is supposed to sound as an A5, tends to oscillate be-

tween the fifth and the sixth harmonic partial, creating a minor third 

interval (A5, C6). This unstable state generates a wide palette of events 

emerging from the third string only: (i) subtle melodic movements 

based on these two pitches, (ii ) moments of simultaneous stabilisation 

of the two partials, which emphasise a split-tone (A5, C6), and (iii ) fast 

repetition of one (or both) of these two partials, resembling a kind ric-

ochet effect. The upper note of the bowed dyadða fourth partial on 

the second string (sounding as a G6 on this scordatura)ðis achieved 

with relatively greater stability, though lower in relative dynamic 

level. As is clear from the audio excerpt, the dynamic proportions be-

tween the strings exist in a state of subtle perpetual change and bring 

a level of nuance to the contingent musical discourse. 

 

 

 

 
80 The following examples are coupled with video links. These contain a re-

cording of the relative section coupled with its spectrogram representation.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GmfOYFkZxEKF7wZ4utpuKtxRrWISYIwg/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Plucked chords 

 

 

 

Figure 30: Book of Threads 2 - example 1, page 1, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

In the above example a dyad is plucked with the left hand at the begin-

ning of each measure. The simultaneous performance of the strata of 

both pizzicato and bowed material has less of a destabilising impact 

than the previous example. Nevertheless, a variety of events arise. 

These unfold through difference in: (i) the dynamics and articulation 

of the pizzicato, and in (ii)  the subtle movements in dynamic propor-

tions in the bowed dyad. The differences occurring in the bowed dyad 

are further intensified by the gradually changing bow positions. This 

technique is also used in the third section of Book of Threads, and in 

the sixth section of Book of Threads 2. The two following score ex-

cerpts show the first for bars of each of these examples.  

 

    

Figure 31: Book of Threads - example 19, page 3, measures 1-4 [video]. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/18GLkWoJbgkVjTq8gkjfpcyYqk_jpXwUt/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cFYiXcSrSh0WIzUoWoasptnO32itaZky/view?usp=drive_link
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Figure 32: Book of Threads 2 - example 2, page 6, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

Each of these exhibit a higher level of instability and reveal a more 

varied discourse than observed in the previous example. In the sixth 

section of Book of Threads 2 the longer length of the dynamic profile 

increases the difficulty of achieving precision in the gradations of dy-

namics in the bowed strata. Further destabilisation is brought about by 

the different dynamic profile of the pizzicato stratum, which should be 

simultaneously performed at a steady ppp. Another relevant example, 

in the third section of Book of Threads, the natural harmonics of the 

bowed dyad are significantly destabilised, and so generate various 

types of events such as trembles, oscillations, subtle melodic move-

ments, and multiphonics. Considerable variations are also observable 

in the pizzicato stratum, ranging from the abrupt and almost too loud, 

to near imperceptibility .     

 

¶ Tremolo (one single note)  

 

 

Figure 33: Book of Threads 2 - example 3, page 5, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

In this example, a continuous pizzicato tremolo at a steady ppp must 

be simultaneously performed with the bowed material. In this example 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1of_LtGK5nhGMlN0HYShOXp8hN76U3lvA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1L_v2D7gQuWZuC7iVqgY7lCdzTf2AW7qM/view?usp=sharing
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the recursive structure of the material is shrouded, and it is challenging 

to identify where each iteration of the material begins and ends. There-

fore, there is less room for events to reveal their discourse. In retro-

spect, I would explore solutions that would preserve the clarity of the 

recursive structure.    

¶ Trill  

 

 

 

Figure 34: Book of Threads 2 - example 4, page 4, measures 1-4 [video] 

This technique is similar to the one employed in the previous exam-

ple. However, the left-hand pizzicato stratum here consists of a sus-

tained trill between two open strings. Compared to the previous ex-

ample, the recursive structure of the material is more palpable in the 

sounding outcome. Thus, it is easier to perceive the contingent nu-

ances and idiosyncrasies of each iteration. 

The second family of destabilisers include additional bowing artic-

ulations as follows.  

¶ Ricochet 

 

 

Figure 35: Book of Threads - example 20, page 5, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oeISM5zQJt6amTj7Oi0_YrjBT3yhg5s8/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15zxJoM6ql_TxC4avHqW6zV2zIWmZE7vH/view?usp=drive_link
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In this instance, the identity of the material is prominent. However, 

there is not a great variety of palpable events emerging across multiple 

reiterations. Retrospectively, I would examine strategies to intensify 

the zones of greater imbalance within this material. For instance, if the 

ricochet were prolonged, more unpredicted variety in the ricochetôs 

inner pulsation and uncontrolled dynamics could potentially emerge.      

 

¶ Col legno (transitioning to col legno con i crini and ordinario) 

 

 

Figure 36: Book of Threads - example 21, page 6, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

In this example, gradual transitions between regular bowing, col legno 

con i crini, and col legno are juxtaposed with the other strata. In com-

parison to the previous example, this technique has a more effective 

gauge of the instability involved. The recursivity of the material re-

mains traceable despite its opaque timbral quality. The interaction of 

strata fosters a considerable variety of events which unfold through 

subtle timbral transformation. In the sounding outcome, the dynamic 

levels of the natural harmonics are in perpetual imbalance which give 

rise to subtle counterpoint.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UMQ2yyx0wV-6dcd5Q0zJRYKRoDFD_9FW/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Tremolo 

 

 

Figure 37: Book of Threads 2 - example 5, page 3, measures 1-4 [video]. 

 

In this example, the bowed material is articulated through a trem-

olo, while single notes are performed with the left-hand pizzicato. In 

comparison with previous cases, this example presents a limited vo-

cabulary. However, it is possible to perceive the influence of the phys-

ical demands in the sounding outcome. A subtle discourse unfolds 

through differences in: (i) the speed of the inner tremolo pulsation; (ii ) 

the graduality of the dynamic articulation; (iii ) the changing bowing 

position; (iv) the dynamics and articulation of the pizzicato; (v) the 

way these four strata interact.  

 

2.2 Jeux de Vagues 
 

Jeux de Vagues (2021) is the only solo piano piece included in the 

portfolio. The following commentary outlines how the piece explores 

spontaneous emergent ornamentation focusing on articulation and the 

pianistsô touch. Moreover, I address the kind of events the material can 

unravel, and how my approach to form serves to intensify them. Ma-

terial and form will  also be examined from the perspective of pitch and 

register. The approach to pitch is particularly important as it seeks to 

foster a gradual intensification of events. The following video contains 

a full performance of the Jeux de Vagues by pianist Alex Raineri with 

its spectrogram representation, and it will be referred to throughout the 

commentary.  

 

Video Example 21: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gPJ92WpJ4CLDSs6zmlZomryFkGwN4L1X/view?usp=sharing  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1nCZae4ZmsNsuD7S2ed3lTVQSdw8v5563/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gPJ92WpJ4CLDSs6zmlZomryFkGwN4L1X/view?usp=sharing
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2.2.1 Material and form 

 

The material is formed of continuous tremolos in the highest register 

of the piano.  

 

Figure 38: Jeux de Vagues - example 1, page 1, line 1. 

 

These are articulated through wave-like dynamics profiles, which rise 

and fall between pppp and pp. Dynamic indication takes clarity of the 

pitch as point of reference: at pp pitch is clearly observable, but much 

less so at pppp where the focus is on this subtlety of pitch or lack 

thereof, as well on the residual sounds of the instrument. These include 

noises produced by the hammer, the keys, and the mechanics, the 

noises produced by the fingers and the body movement of the pianist, 

and the acoustic reaction of the resonant body of the piano.81 The ar-

ticulation of the dynamicsô stratum aims to project the pianist into a 

tactile exploration of the threshold between control and its diminish-

ment or even loss. The performer must constantly gauge their touch in 

order to control the gradual change in dynamics and maintain the trem-

olo in a steady state. It is a situation of constant negotiation between 

performer and material. On the part of the performer this involves 

pushing the dynamic boundaries and, once there, regaining control.  

One of the limitations of the piano is that it offers almost no possi-

bility of shaping the articulation of a long note after its attack. There-

fore, the substance from which events arise consists of subtle differ-

ences in dynamics, in the inner rhythmic pattern of the sustained trem-

olo, and in the timing and synchronisation between multiple tremolo 

strata. Spontaneous emergent ornamentation becomes a phenomenon 

that almost entirely manifests through micro-temporal and micro-dy-

namic variations. In each section the material is scrutinised by using 

 
81 The latter is magnified by the sustain pedal which is depressed throughout 

the entire piece. 
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various approaches. In the first section the material appears in its most 

essential form (Figure 38 and Video Example 21 from 0ô00ôô to 

5ô23ôô). Its pitch content consists of one pitch, B7, repeated for approx-

imately five minutes. This introductory section is intended to give the 

listener the possibility to slowly adjust their ear to the high register and 

to the extremely narrow and redundant material. Once accustomed to 

this and to the blueprint of the material, their attention can potentially 

focus on events and the subtle differences in sound between iterations.  

Compared to most of the instances in the Book of Threads series, 

the contingent musical discourse here is restrained and elusive. It re-

sides in the interaction between the inner pulsating rhythm of each 

tremolo, and the unfolding of its dynamics profile. The features 

through which this subtle discourse can be traced include:  

(i) The relation of each single attack to the others that surround 

it, both temporally and dynamically,  

 

(ii)  The sequence of events that each iteration reveals. These can 

include events such as gaps, fast accelerations and louder notes 

that stand out,  

 

(iii)  The degree of clarity and loudness of the peak of each dynamic 

profile,   

 

(iv) The slightly different rhythmic patterns that emerge at each 

turn of the recursive structure,  

 

(v) The unfolding of the transition from an extremely quiet and 

almost unpitched sound to a louder pitched sound.     

In the second section, a second stratum is introduced consisting of 

analogous dynamics profiles (for the spectrogram representation see 

Video Example 21 from 5ô23ôô to 10ô18ôô).  

 

Figure 39: Jeux de Vagues - example 2, page 3, line 1. 
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The dynamic articulations of the two strata proceed in the counter di-

rections from one another. The first stratum (B7) increases in volume 

as the second (C8) decreases. Here the pianist must face several tech-

nical challenges such as, simultaneously producing a crescendo and a 

decrescendo, and keeping the timings of two strata synchronised with 

one another. Moreover, the piece asks the pianist to retain the clarity 

of the wave-like dynamics profile at a generally very quiet volume. 

Together these require an extremely heightened tactile engagement. 

Besides individually manifesting itself within each stratum, unpre-

scribed differences now emerge from the subtle counterpoint in tim-

ings and the articulations between the layers. In this, spontaneous 

emergent ornamentation becomes a contrapuntal phenomenon. 

The third section takes these technical challenges a stage further by 

adding one more stratum (see Video Example 21 from 10ô18ôô to 

14ô30ôô). This consists of a sequence of dyads performed with the re-

maining available fingers.  

 

 

Figure 40: Jeux de Vagues - example 3, page 5, line 5. 

 

The performance of the material becomes even more precarious, ow-

ing to increased demands made on the player.  

In the last two sections the material consists of trills between two 

pitches rather than tremolos. The fourth section consists of only one 

trill  (i.e., Db7, C8)ð (see Video  Example 21 from 14ô30ôô to 16ô30ôô). 

Although trills are often perceived as a single entity, in this case it is 

possible to perceive each of the two pitches as each constituting an 

individual stratum. Contrapuntal relationships among subtle events in 

each pitch become observable.  
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Figure 41: Jeux de Vagues - example 4, page 7, line 1. 

 

The fifth  section is a two-trills version of section four (see Video Ex-

ample 21 from 16ô30ôô to end). 

 

Figure 42: Jeux de Vagues - example 5, page 8, line 1. 

 

As in the second section, the dynamic articulation of the two hands 

proceeds in counter direction, with one trill getting louder as the other 

one gets softer.  

As in the Book of Threads series, the form of Jeux de Vagues puts 

emphasis on one materialôs blueprint at a time. Each section of the 

piece dwells for a considerable time on each blueprint. The material 

displays a high level of redundancy, so that a consistent image of the 

materialôs blueprint becomes articulate. Once this image is in place, 

the deviations from regularity of each iteration increase in prominence. 

The intensification of the materialôs redundant features becomes in 

turn an intensification of the information that events provide at each 

iteration. The repetitive and technically precarious nature of the mate-

rial  requires of the pianist a considerable stamina and thoroughgoing 

engagement with the humanness of their touch. Accordingly, the aim 

is to set a listening experience in which the tactile relationship between 

performer, instrument and material is at the core.  
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2.2.2 Register 

 

The material is confined within the highest octave of the piano 

throughout the entire piece (the Ab6 that occasionally appears in the 

dyads of the third section is just an exception). My interest in this reg-

ister lies in the way its perception changes over time. At first pitches 

are shrouded and indistinct. However, as one gets accustomed to the 

register, the pitch content of the material acquires greater definition. 

Each successive section employs more complex harmonic relation-

ships than the preceding. The pitch palette opens up as the listener be-

comes accustomed to the upper register, its particularities and poten-

tial.  

The following table outlines how the pitch trajectory of the piece is 

organised: 

 

Section Pitch content Articulation Implied harmony 

1st  (Figure 38) One pitch (B7) Sustained tremolos with cre-

scendos and decrescendos 

One pitch 

2nd (Figure 39) One interval (B7, C8) Sustained tremolos with cre-

scendos and decrescendos 

(one pitch getting louder as 

the other gets softer) 

One interval  

3rd (Figure 40) One interval (Bb7, 

C8) + an additional 

sequence of dyads 

(mainly consisting of 

C7/G7  and Ab6/Db7)   

Sustained tremolos with cre-

scendos and decrescendos 

(one pitch getting louder as 

the other gets softer) + the 

dyads to be performed softly 

with the available fingers 

IV - VI cadence/ four-part 

voice-leading 

4th (Figure 41) One larger interval 

(Db7, C8)  

Sustained trills with crescen-

dos and decrescendos 

One interval/two notes 

5th (Figure 42) Three intervals - two 

voices (Db7, C8 / C7, 

Bb7) and (Eb7, F7) 

Sustained trills with crescen-

dos and decrescendos (one 

pitch getting louder as the 

other gets softer) 

III ï VI cadence/ four-part 

voice-leading  

 

Figure 43: Jeux de Vagues - Table of pitches organisation. 

 

The fourth column of the table shows the implied harmonic content of 

the material per section. It is worthwhile to stress that a theoretical 

understanding of the harmonic content of the piece is not central to the 
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listening experience. My aim is to promote an experience of gradual 

sharpening of extremely subtle details, in which the listener becomes 

aware of how a seemingly narrow, claustrophobic even, musical space 

gradually opens up to reveal a wealth of inner variety.  

 

2.3 Dancing with a Statue 

Dancing with a Statue was written for performer, composer, and in-

strument-inventor Jean-François Laporte. The instrumentation fea-

tures live electronics and the Babel Table (an instrument invented by 

Jean-François). The Babel Table consists of an assemblage of smaller 

instruments that produce sound through a latex membrane which vi-

brates with the aid of compressed air. The following picture shows the 

Babel Table and how its components are organised:  

 

   

Figure 44: Babel Table seen from above 82 

 
82 For more information on the Babel Table visit: https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instru-

ments/tutorials/babel-table  

https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instruments/tutorials/babel-table
https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instruments/tutorials/babel-table
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Here, four categories of instruments, respectively called Bowls, Pipe, 

Vibrating Membranes, and Insects, are combined to form a hybrid in-

strument. Each smaller component has a valve that offers considerable 

control on the air stream. Despite this, the behaviour of the resulting 

sounds remains largely unpredictable. Accurate repetition of material 

on the instrument is therefore problematic, resulting in a high level of 

information. This is a feature I chose to embrace and use productively 

in the piece. The live electronics and the instrumental part were com-

posed together. However, in order to provide the reader with a clearer 

view of the compositional process, this commentary will  first discuss 

them individually, outlining how relations are established among 

them. 

 

2.3.1 Live Electronics 

The writing process of the electronic part of Dancing with a Statue 

began with the following question: which space can spontaneous 

emergent ornamentation occupy when a computer is producing the 

sound? What in this situation constitutes material, what constitutes 

events?   

The electronics part of Dancing with a Statue is based on an algo-

rithm that constantly generates random sine waves according to spe-

cific instructions. These instructions affect the temporal relationship 

between sine tones, as well as their frequencies, attack, decay, ampli-

tude, and panning. For each of these I selected a relatively narrow 

range within which the algorithm generates random values. The fol-

lowing figure shows the code of the electronics part:  
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Figure 45: Dancing with a Statue - Supercollider code. 

To clarify:  

¶ line 18 - \dur controls the duration - in this case the temporal 

distance between the beginning of one sine wave and the next, 

ranging here from 0.1 to 1.01 seconds. 

¶ line 19 - \freq controls the frequencies which range here from 

2500 to 3000 hertz. The function round instructs the algorithm 

to pick only values that are multiples of specific numbers, in 

this case of 30 and 45 hertz. 

¶ line 20 - \atk controls the duration of the attack of each sine 

wave. In this case the algorithm always selects the value 0, in 

order to produce an instant attack.  

¶ line 21 - \rel controls the duration of the release of the sine 

waves, which in this case ranges from 1.55 to 4.5 seconds. 

¶ line 22 - \amp controls amplitude. 

The audio example in the following link is a three-minute excerpt that 

serves as an example of how the algorithm behaves with these instruc-

tions.  

Audio example 1 - Dancing with a Statue ï live electronics sample ï [audio] 

 

The pitch content of this electronic part is generated from two over-

tone series based separately on 30hz and 45hz fundamentals, a ratio of 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tLywQdasuIJR0Ecnr4JVPcIqFB4V8ZcJ/view?usp=drive_link
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2:3. These harmonic series are sympathetic in terms of resonant fre-

quencies and lead to various and particular kinds of interaction, often 

fostering extremely low and soft combination tones. Combination 

tones can be described as óweak additional tones that can be perceived 

when two musical notes are played at the same timeô. 83 Their compo-

sitional potential has been investigated by several composers, most no-

tably Maryanne Amacher. In her album Sound Characters (Making the 

Third Ear), óears act as and emit sounds as well as receive themô.84 

Amacher describes the perception of combination tones in her music 

as follows: 

When played at the right sound level, which is quite high and exciting, 

the tones in this music will cause your ears to act as neurophonic instru-

ments that will seem to be issuing directly from your head. In concert 

my audiences discover music streaming out from their head, popping out 

of their ears, growing inside of them and growing out of them, meeting 

and converging with the tones in the room.85 

That is the only occasion in which combination tones appear in my 

work, though my practice does not delve into this area in such in-depth 

and scientific a manner as Amacher. In this case they act rather as 

events. They add a subtle structural layer, form compound sequences, 

and unravel a discourse. One natural characteristic of combination 

tones is that their perception is largely dependent on how loud they 

are. Drawing on this aspect, I set up the range of the amplitude to en-

compass a considerable diversity of value. That serves both to create 

variety and unpredictability in the combination tones, and to emulate 

the subtle and unpredictable differences in dynamics which are more 

typical of the human touch. Moreover, the general amplitude range 

gradually increases throughout the piece in order to intensify the per-

ception of the combination tones over time.  

 

 
83 Caselli, Gabriele, Giovanni Cecchi, and Giulio Masetti. "Characteristics, 

Mechanisms, and Perceivability of Combination Tones in Violins." The 

Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, vol. 152, no. 5, 2022, pp. 

2513-2523. p.2513 
84 Maryanne Amacher, Sound Characters (Making the Third Ear), (New 

York: Tzadik, 1999)  
85 Ibid. 
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2.3.2 The Babel Table, and its relationship with the electronic 

part 

I spent significant time observing the algorithmôs behaviours and their 

impact on perception throughout extended listening periods. I noticed 

how, initially , high frequencies are perceived as flat and piercing, 

sometimes even painful. However, after the ear has adapted to their 

quality over time, they become pleasant and reveal their particular in-

ner quality and variety. Furthermore, when external sounds interfere 

with the combination tones, the latter tend to become shrouded, and in 

some cases disappear. I began to explore possibilities for the interac-

tion between the Babel Table and high sine tones to engage produc-

tively with these two properties. I shaped the material of the instru-

mental part in a manner that would: 

(i) resemble the high narrow musical space of the electronics part,  

 

(ii)  offer balance between materialôs identity and the emergence 

of events, and 

 

(iii)  shadow the perception of combination tones so that the latter 

would eventually be intensified by pauses in the instrumental 

part. 

 

This material only employs the highest pair of vibrating membranes, 

called Divas.86 A mouthpiece is placed on top of each of these two 

membranes. These mouthpieces influence the sound production in dif-

ferent ways. First, they dampen the vibration of the membrane. This 

shrouds the fundamental and encourages higher harmonic partials. 

Second, the mouthpieces tend to bounce, producing fast pulsations. 

The video in the following link is a demonstration of how the mouth-

piece behaves on the vibrating membrane: 

Video Example 32: Mouthpiece on Diva demonstration 1 ï [video] 

 

The mouthpieces offer the opportunity for articulations that poten-

tially expand the vocabulary of events. These articulations can be di-

vided into two strata. The first consists of gentle nudges of the mouth-

pieces which causes a sudden increase of pulsations. The second 

 
86 More information about the vibrating membranes are available at < 

https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instruments/tutorials/babel-table/vibrat-

ing-membranes > 

https://vimeo.com/684494575
https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instruments/tutorials/babel-table/vibrating-membranes
https://totemcontemporain.com/en/instruments/tutorials/babel-table/vibrating-membranes
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stratum consists of trills produced by blocking the air stream either 

from the top of the mouthpiece, or from below the diva. The following 

two videos demonstrate these approaches:  

Video Example 33: Mouthpiece on Diva demonstration 2 [video]. 

Video Example 34: Mouthpiece on Diva demonstration 3 [video]. 

 

These articulations are combined with a third stratum, which consists 

of the gradual opening and closing of the valve that regulates the air 

stream. These three strata recursively interact and influence one an-

other: (i) the pulsations produced by the mouthpieces are informed by 

both the changing amount of air and the trills performed on top of the 

mouthpieces themselves, (ii) the trills greatly vary depending on the 

amount of air channelled through the membranes and the speed of the 

mouthpieceôs pulsation, and (iii) the gradually changing amount of air 

determines the intensity of the activity of the other strata.  

 

2.3.3 Form 

The organisation of the piece is divided into four instrumental sections 

separated by relatively long fermatas in the instrumental part, while 

the electronics run uninterrupted. The fermatas provide the oppor-

tunity to observe the behaviour of the electronic part without the inter-

ference of the Babel Table. Moreover, they offer listeners several oc-

casions to observe how their own perception of the high frequencies 

and combination tones varies. As the amplitude of the electronic part 

gradually increases over time, the combination tones are more promi-

nent at each new fermata.   

Each section explores slightly different articulations within each stra-

tum. The first two sections employ only one of the divas, while the last 

two sections use both in a contrapuntal fashion. The next two score 

excerpts show the materials in the first and third section.  

 

https://vimeo.com/684494193
https://vimeo.com/684494755
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Figure 46: Dancing with a Statue ï example 1, page 1, line 1. 

 

 

 

Figure 47: Dancing with a Statue ï example 2, page 3, line 1.   

 

The dynamic indications are related to the stratum of valve position 

(which regulates the airstream). This dynamic indication follows du-

rations specified precisely in the score. The grace-notated material in-

dicates actions performed on the mouthpieces. The cross-shaped note-

heads indicate when a nudge should be given to the mouthpiece. The 

graces (e.g. mordent, trills) indicate further articulations on the mouth-

piece or below the divas. The small numbers beside the noteheads (sec-

tion 3 onwards), indicate on which of the two Divas the action is per-

formed.   

The trills below the divas tend to act in a different manner from the 

ones performed above the divas. While the former do not directly in-

terfere with the oscillations of the mouthpieces, the latter have signif-

icant influence on them and therefore trigger a greater variety of 

events. Throughout the piece a gradual shift in emphasis from trills 

below the Divas to trills above the Divas takes place. This gradually 

increases the intensity of events as the listeners become accustomed to 

the recursive nature of the material and its blueprint. The addition of 

the second diva in the last two sections explores how the vocabulary 

generated by events engenders counterpoint. In these sections the 
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sounding material acts almost as a two-part invention, in which each 

part is made by three interdependent strata (i.e., gradual opening and 

closing of the air valve, nudges on the mouthpieces, and trills).  

 

2.3.4 Instances of spontaneous emergent ornamentation  

A considerable variety of events emerged in the Babel Tableôs part. 

The material encloses multiple time-scale layers. Each nudge on the 

mouthpiece produces a unique sequence of oscillations. In turn each 

single oscillation is in itself a smaller space for spontaneous emergent 

ornamentation. There are several recurring event types that tend to ap-

pear in varying orders and forms. The following list is a selection of 

recurring event types: 

 

¶ Upward bending  

 

 

 

Figure 48: Dancing with a Statue ï example 3, upward bending [video].    

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CUgitlE9yyzzwspEwwpkzAUlMABF8Ccb/view?usp=drive_link
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¶ Stable repeated pitch  

 

 

Figure 49: Dancing with a Statue ï example 4, stable repeated pitch [video]. 

 

 

¶ Gradually raising pitch 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 50: Dancing with a Statue ï example 5, gradually raising pitch [video]. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/18ntPV3ZA9HVcAbbNO9begLIpFhv0TMfo/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oiqCyYaLwGwxTD3XDuEUra3KIzHNKdSC/view?usp=drive_link





































































































