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Abstract
A Sound not Wholly for the Ear explores de-centred listening. The thesis presents an
analysis of 20th and 21st century compositions that transformed the act of listening prior to
situating my creative portfolio, an original composition for artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s
Rhetorical Chorus, within this lineage of ideas. I propose methodological categories of
conceptualism and affect as strategies to de-centre listening.

I define de-centered listening as a non-linear engagement with sound that incorporates
and or critiques the context, temporality, physicality and environment in the listening
experience. Conceptualism, defined here as a preoccupation with ideas as opposed to materials
(or a conversation between the two) and often concerned with the political and social
implications of creating and viewing art/music, and affect, defined as a predominantly
physiological energy that has the potential to transform engaged entities at various levels of
attention, are examples of how de-centered listening can be achieved.
The first chapter provides a definition and theoretical framework for de-centered listening
by outlining several critical and philosophical theories on listening. Following this, the two key
areas of de-centering listening, conceptualism and affect, are investigated via an analysis of
key works in 20th and 21st century composition. Works such as John Cage’s 4’33”, La Monte
Young’s Composition 1960, Hanne Darboven’s Wende 80, and Johannes Kreidler’s
Fremdarbeit are used to illustrate conceptualism as a strategy for de-centered listening,
providing varied practical examples of how this can be done. In the following chapter,
Furniture Music by Eric Satie, Ambient 1: Music for Airports by Brian Eno, Deep Listening
Pieces by Pauline Oliveros and Sound Characters by Maryanne Amacher illustrate the use of
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affect to de-centre listening by incorporating the physiology of hearing into the composition,
and drawing upon the environment in which the work is heard.
Finally, the creative portfolio is situated within this lineage. The process of creating the
composition for artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s Rhetorical Chorus is summarized before further
analysis that positions the work in line with the compositions and theoretical frameworks
analysed.
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… Well, shall we
think or listen? Is there a sound addressed
not wholly to the ear?
We half close
our eyes. We do not
hear it through our eyes.
It is not a flute-note either, it is the
relation
of a flute-note
to a drum. I am wide
awake. The mind
is listening. The ear
is alerted. But the ear
in a half reluctant mood stretches
. . and yawns.
from The Orchestra (Williams
1952, 160)

We
half close
Introduction
our eyes. We do not
hear it through our eyes.
The way we listen to music has changed greatly. Music is listened to in a multitude of
It is not a flute-note either, it is the
ways,
across multiple technologies and at varying levels of attention, and thus the way music
relation
of a flute-note
is composed
has also changed. Despite this, scholarship has predominantly dealt with the
to a drum. I am wide
musical materials employed by composers and the study of listening has been explored largely
awake. The mind
in sociological
or experiential
is listening.
The ear studies.
is alerted. But the ear
in a half reluctant mood stretches
This thesis aims to examine the ways in which composers have prompted new ways to
. . and yawns.
listen to music throughout the 20th and 21st centuries before situating my own work, the musical
William Carlos Williams The OrchestraWe
composition for visual artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s Rhetorical Chorus, within this lineage. I
half close
have termed
thisWe
reshaped
our eyes.
do notengagement with composition ‘de-centred listening’, which I define
hear it through our eyes.
It is not a flute-note either, it is the
relation
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as compositions that are positioned to be to listened to in a non-linear manner, often functioning
across multiple levels of attention and modes of reception. The methodologies, works and
theories regarding de-centred listening discussed throughout this thesis have shaped the
creation of the music of Rhetorical Chorus, with each forming the research outcomes of this
Masters of Music.

My composition for Rhetorical Chorus was a verbal instruction score for 6 voices
(Rainbow Chan, Eugene Choi, Adam Connelly, Alyx Dennison, Sonya Holowell and Marcus
Whale) and live electronics (performed by me and constructed by sound designer Benjamin
Carey). The performance also featured dancer/choreographers Lizzie Thompson and Brooke
Stamp, as well as actors Brian Fuata and Joan La Barbara. The work was originally developed
in 2015 for the Performa biennale, New York City, for which I created a different score for an
ensemble of 10 vocalists. This original work was redeveloped and reconfigured for
Performance Space’s Liveworks Festival at Carriageworks in October 2017. It is this iteration
of Rhetorical Chorus that the thesis is written about. The work and its extensive development
were amorphous and attempting to describe or clearly delineate the roles of
artist/composer/choreographer is vastly difficult. As such, only the audio is submitted with this
thesis, in addition to the production stills and short show-reel video. The audio was recorded
live at Carriageworks on Friday 20th October 2017 by audio engineer David Trumpmanis, and
later mixed and mastered by him.

Akin to a sports arena, Rhetorical Chorus was performed on a large, white Tarkett floor
with the audience seated several rows back from the stage. It was on this white floor, amongst
movement, images and text generated from found footage of the artist American conceptual
artist Lawrence Weiner, that the music took form. The question ‘where does the work reside?’
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has been raised in delivering the music of Rhetorical Chorus in an academic context, and this
thesis attempts to use methodologies of de-centred listening to describe the amorphous manner
in which the work operates. Rhetorical Chorus does not reside in a score, as it was delivered
verbally (any written or video scores referred to within the thesis in reference to Rhetorical
Chorus are preliminary material used as improvisation prompts and as duration cues in
performance). Rhetorical Chorus does somewhat lie in the recording submitted, but only in
part, as each performance was different. The work does reside in its process. And it is this
prioritising of process, incorporating conceptualism and affect, that engendered the musical
material of the performance. As such, the music of Rhetorical Chorus is positioned as a
composition to be listened to in a non-linear manner, and one that functions upon multiple
modes of reception.

Furthermore, the work resides in the people that both performed and observed this work
on any given night. My composition was generated in part by a ‘composition as gardening’
(Eno 2011) methodology, which shifts the role of the composer “...from ‘architect’ to
‘gardener’, where ‘architect’ stands for ‘someone who carries a full picture of the work before
it is made’, to gardener’ standing for ‘someone who plants seeds and waits to see exactly what
will come up’” (Eno 2011). It functions as a ‘bloom-space’ (Massumi 2002) of affective
responses initiated by me that then create the music. Several elements of the performance were
fixed – the duration, a simple set of 5 pitches, and a growing sense of intensity and volume
throughout. But instead of dictating precisely what to do and when, the performers had been
engaged in a series of workshops run by me to establish the groundwork (the soil in the garden,
to use Eno’s metaphor) of the composition. Once this was established, and the paradigm set,
the rest was left to the liberty of the performers. It was this process of engagement with and
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between performers that created the music, and this, however nebulous and ephemeral, is where
the work resides.

As such, much of the discussion and analysis of Rhetorical Chorus centres around its
creative development and references to existing works are focused on their concepts and ideas
over their aesthetic. For example, by choosing specific vocalists, each with varied backgrounds
and trainings, it informed the aesthetic of the music more than a desire to dictate a particular
type of sound. As well as Eno’s ‘composition as gardening’, composer Jenifer Walshe’s essay
The New Discipline is discussed alongside the work of Meredith Monk and her favouring of
non-verbal communication, as well as the incorporation of improvisation within a set key area
in the music of Robert Ashley.

Foregrounding the discussion and analysis of Rhetorical Chorus, the first chapter of this
thesis provides a theoretical grounding by surveying literature on listening by Theodor Adorno,
Roland Barthes, Anahid Kassabian and Ola Stockfelt before arriving at a concrete definition
of de-centred listening. Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s assemblage is then discussed as a
useful theoretical framework for de-centred listening. Examples are given for how this can
work in practice by composers foregrounding conceptualism and affect in the work in a variety
of ways. The second chapter discusses conceptualism in depth, outlining and analysing four
key works that de-centre listening, and the third chapter does the same for affect. The fourth
chapter is a detailed exegesis on my own work Rhetorical Chorus, outlining its process of
creation and an analysis from the theoretical framework of de-centred listening.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Listening, De-centred Listening
Introduction
In order to understand the ways in which listening has been de-centred in 20th and 21st
century composition, some theoretical approaches to listening must first be considered. “Is
there a sound addressed not wholly to the ear?” (Williams 1952, 160) is a question discussed
by philosophers and theorists Theodor Adorno, Roland Barthes, Anahid Kassabian and Ola
Stockfelt, who have undertaken critical studies in listening. Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s
assemblage, as outlined in A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 1988), has also
contributed a relevant framework for understanding changes to the listening experience, while
Seth Kim-Cohen, John Lysaker and Anahid Kassabian demonstrate how these ideas can be
used in contemporary practice. The conclusions reached by these writers are highly varied and
have formed the definition of what I have termed de-centred listening. This chapter serves to
contextualise my definition by summarising these theories, before arriving at a specific
definition of de-centred listening and outlining how it may be applied to music.

Adorno, in Types of Musical Conduct from the Introduction to the Sociology of Music,
created a hierarchy of ideal listeners. Adorno positions the ‘expert’ listener at the top of this
hierarchy. He defines this as someone who can navigate complex musical narratives across a
full-length musical work, noting and translating the composer’s language throughout. By
“spontaneously following the course of music, even complicated music, he hears the sequence,
hears past, present, and future moments together so that they crystallize into a meaningful
context.” (Adorno 1976, 4). The expert listener participates in a ‘structural hearing’ which is
detailed and comprehensive. Following this is the ‘good’ listener - one who “hears beyond
musical details, makes connections spontaneously, and judges for good reasons … Having
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unconsciously mastered its immanent logic, he understands music about the way we understand
our own language even though virtually or wholly ignorant of its grammar and syntax.”
(Adorno 1976, 5). The third type, a ‘culture consumer’, engages with music by “the
prominence” (Adorno 1976, 7), that is, the social standing, of the music consumed. Then there
are: the emotional listener, the ‘resentment’ listener who is in rigid opposition to the emotional
listener, the jazz listener, the pseudo-avant-gardist, and, finally, the musically indifferent.

Adorno’s ideal listener is an analyst and music is positioned primarily as something to be
understood through a centralising of musical materials. The emotional listener doesn't engage
in this manner, influenced by their “own mentality, grown independent of the object” (Adorno
1976, 8), while the expert and good listeners ignore anything but the materials employed by
the composer, including their own emotional or physical responses. An adequate mode of
listening, for Adorno, relies on the context of the concert hall to block out all external stimulus
and the attention of the concert goer to be held singularly throughout a duration of time
specified by the composer. Adorno uses listening as a method of decoding the language of
music, but ideally ignores anything extra-musical (visual stimulus, context, etc) as in the case
of the ‘music as entertainment’ listener, whereby all structural and emotional elements are, as
described by Adorno, “flattened as by a steamroller, levelled by the need for music as a
comfortable distraction” (Adorno 1976, 15).

Roland Barthes, in his essay Listening, begins by elaborating on the distinction between
hearing and listening. He states “hearing is a physiological phenomenon; listening is a
psychological act” (Barthes 1986, 245) and describes the three ways in which we listen:
listening for an alert like an animal would listen to locate their prey, listening to decipher codes
or signs, and finally a psychoanalytic listening between conscious and unconscious (an “inter-
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subjective space” (Barthes 1986, 246)). Barthes discusses sound as the “very sense of time and
space … domestic space, that of the house, the apartment–the approximate equivalent of animal
territory–is a space of familiar, recognised noises whose ensemble forms a kind of household
symphony” (Barthes 1986, 246) upon which listening then takes place. While the physical
impact of these heard sounds are not underestimated by Barthes (“we know the anguish of the
hospitalized child who no longer hears the familiar noises of the maternal refuge” (Barthes
1986, 247)), listening is distinguished as something of “intelligence, e.g. of selection” (Barthes
1986, 247). Yet “listening cannot be defined only by its object or, one might say, by its goal.”
(Barthes 1986, 245). Interestingly, when moving towards the discussion of listening to music,
Barthes accepts a changing mode of listening in contemporary composition:
…[when] “listening” to a piece of classical music, the listener is called upon
to “decipher” this piece, i.e., to recognize (by his culture, his application, his
sensibility) its construction, quite as coded (predetermined) as that of a palace at a
certain period; but “listening” to a composition (taking that word in the
etymological sense) by John Cage, it is each sound one after the next that I listen
to, not in its signifying: by deconstructing itself, listening is externalized, it compels
the subject to renounce his “inwardness” (Barthes 1986, 259).

According to Barthes, there are several modes in which we listen and all are equally
important. Listening is malleable, and changes based on the context or stimulus. There is no
hierarchy, and a plurality of listening experiences divided by attention is hinted at, but a clear
distinction is still demarcated. What is also evident to Barthes is the ability of the ear to pull
the ephemeral into the physical.

Meanwhile Anahid Kassabian in her book Ubiquitous Listening more broadly defines
listening as “a range of engagements between and across human bodies and music
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technologies, whether those technologies be voices, instruments, sound systems, or iPods and
other listening devices” (Kassabian 2013, xxi). Kassabian’s research focuses on “ubiquitous
musics” (Kassabian 2013, xii) which she defines as the music we come across in our daily lives
by choice or not, including music found in shops, or ambient/background music in film and
TV, or music selected to be listened to at a secondary level of attention. Kassabian argues that
listening, whether consciously or not, “… still produces affective responses, bodily events that
ultimately lead in part to what we call emotion. And it is through this listening and these
responses that a non-individual, not simply human, distributed subjectivity takes place across
a network of music media” (Kassabian 2013, xi). To Kassabian, the intelligence of the body is
the key and the question is: “what are all these ubiquitous musics doing, as we listen to them
in so many different places and ways?” (Kassabian 2013, xii). Not dissimilar to Barthes, it
becomes an issue of attention. In sum, to Kassabian, all listening is not wholly addressed to the
ear: it “is importantly physiological, and that many kinds of listening take place over a wide
range of degrees or kinds of consciousness and attention” (Kassabian 2013, xxi).

Ola Stockfelt’s Adequate Modes of Listening argues that multiple manners of listening are
inherently necessary in a contemporary world: “Each hearing person who listens to the radio,
watches TV, goes to the movies, goes dancing, eats in restaurants, goes to supermarkets,
participates in parties, has built up, has been forced (in order to be able to handle her or his
perceptions of sound) to build up an appreciable competence in translating and using the music
impressions that stream from loudspeakers in almost every living space.” (Stockfelt 2017, 89)
Listening in this manner opens an interstitial space between entities as “the mass-media
musical mainstream (in the widest sense of the phrase) has hence become something of a
nonverbal lingua franca, one common cultural repertoire transcending traditional culture,
class, and age boundaries” (Stockfelt 2017, 89). Furthermore, Stockfelt argues many people
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are fluent across multiple subcultures as well. Listening is addressed not wholly to the ear, but
as a uniting force between bodies at various levels of attention. This creates encounters and
bonds between multiple entities within a cultural context. Instead of the listener decoding or
translating the musical language of the composer and blocking all extra-musical stimulus,
“listening is often more conditioned by the situation in which one meets the music than by the
music itself, or by the listeners primary cultural identity” (Stockfelt 2017, 89).

Centred vs. de-centred listening
Adorno’s idea of the expert listener, whereby the listener is called upon to understand a
musical language solely through the musical materials employed by the composer, can be
positioned as ‘centred listening’. Listening in this manner is for music to “be perceived and
experienced with degrees of accuracy.” (Adorno 1976, 3). Yet subsequent research by Roland
Barthes began to move away from this centred listening, demonstrating that, while there is a
hierarchy between hearing and listening, listening is flexible and shifts alongside it’s context.
It can be an act of transference between individuals. Anahid Kassabian advances this further
to a “range of engagements” and the affective response engendered by music at any level of
attention is its primary vehicle of engaging a listener. Ola Stockfelt demonstrated the way
listening can bind independent entities to create an interstitial space with social and cultural
ramifications. Similarly to Kassabian, Stockfelt argues that listening happens at any level of
attention, and context is an integral part of the listening experience. De-centred listening is, in
essence, anti-Adornian and builds on the research of Barthes, Kassabian and Stockfelt. It is a
mode of listening common in contemporary contexts and with contemporary technologies, but
it has also been deliberately employed in composition throughout the 20th and 21st centuries.
The inclusion of conceptualism and affect by composers, which will be outlined subsequently,
has provided a methodology for de-centering listening by equalising thinking, listening, and
the physical and emotional responses prompted by the experience of sound. The social,
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political or cultural context of the work is also drawn upon. What emerges is not a singular,
unified listening experience, but one that includes multiple layers happening simultaneously.

An important framework for understanding de-centred listening is Deleuze and Guattari’s
idea of an assemblage. In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, a book is used
to demonstrate this: “A book … is made of variously formed matters, and very different dates
and speeds … In a book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or segmentarity, strata
and territories; but also lines of flight, movements of deterritorialization and destratification …
All this, lines and measurable speeds, constitutes an assemblage.” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988,
4). De-centred listening can also be thought of in this manner, as a collection of independent
entities functioning individually but simultaneously interacting. Similarly, de-centred listening
can be generated via multiple methods and is constantly changing as the various entities shift
within it. Kassabian follows this logic in her research, stating “on this field, human, nonhuman,
subhuman, and suprahuman units aggregate, interact, and drift apart, creating what Deleuze
and Guattari called assemblages” (Kassabian 2013, 109).

De-centred listening is made of many layers of both sound and levels of attention to them.
De-centred listening is a communing act between entities that, like the assemblage, “relates not
to the production of goods but rather to a precise state of intermingling of bodies in a society,
including all the attractions and repulsions, sympathies and antipathies, alternations,
amalgamations, penetrations, and expansions that affect bodies of all kinds in their relations to
one another” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 99). Similarly, while listening brings independent
entities together, it also allows for a plurality of experiences in response. In creating a decentred listening experience, composers go beyond the musical materials to pave the way for
a multitude of responses, for “writing has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with
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surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to come” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 5). In the
light of the work of Deleuze and Guattari, as well as Barthes, Kassabian and Stockfelt, the term
de-centred listening can be broadly defined as compositions are positioned by the composer to
be listened to in a non-linear manner, and that can function across multiple levels of attention
and modes of reception - a sound not wholly addressed to the ear.

Taking many of these ideas into contemporary practice, Seth Kim-Cohen discusses
bypassing the ear in favour of a “a non-cochlear sonic art” that “responds to demands,
conventions, forms and content not restricted to the realm of the sonic” (Kim-Cohen 2009,
xxii). Here sound is addressed to not only the ear, but takes in a work’s context and the extramusical. Marcel Duchamp advocated for a non-retinal visual art to reject “judgments of taste
and beauty” (Kim-Cohen 2009, xxi), and Kim-Cohen uses this as a starting point by proposing
that “if a non-retinal visual art is liberated to ask questions that the eye alone cannot answer,
then a non-cochlear sonic art appeals to exigencies out of earshot” (Kim-Cohen 2009, xxi).
Kim-Cohen argues “conceptualism allows art to volunteer its own corpus, its own ontology, as
a test case for the definition of categories” (Kim-Cohen 2009, xxi).

In works like John Cage’s 4’33”, La Monte Young’s Compositions 1960, Hanne
Darboven’s Wende 80, or Johannes Kreidler’s Fremdarbeit, listening is used by the composer
to rearrange or critique the context (including musical, social or political) in which a work is
made or viewed. Rather than simply recognizing codes (Barthes 1986), listening to conceptual
music is to critique the codes that form the work, which has potential to alter the listeners
relationship to those codes. Conceptualism demonstrates (and often critiques) the collection of
independent entities that create a work of art and how they simultaneously interact. It is
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therefore an effective method for de-centering listening as it prompts a multi-layered listening
in response.

The consideration of affect in the composition process is another method employed by
composers to de-centre the listening experience. Structural hearing (Adorno 1976) is replaced
by a chain of physical and emotional responses that circumvent, but don’t exclude, cognition
and pave the way for an embodied experience. This experience of music again works against
Adorno’s hierarchy of listeners. John Lysaker uses Deleuze and Guattari’s assemblage in his
paper Turning Listening Inside Out: Brian Eno’s Ambient 1: Music for Airports. Lysaker
discusses how Brian Eno’s Ambient 1’s inherent simplicity is a site for experience, a framing
of an everyday experience (Lysaker 2017), and an assemblage of elements in itself. The
musical work is just one part; it impacts the internal world of the listener and, in turn, their
interaction within the space they occupy. Lysaker (following Deleuze and Guattari)
demonstrates listening’s multiplicity and malleability in combination with external factors.
Additional works, like Eric Satie’s Furniture Music, Pauline Oliveros’s Deep Listening Pieces
and Maryanne Amacher’s Sound Characters, deliberately address sounds not wholly to the ear,
or, rather, they address sounds to the ear in relation to the body. Sound Characters is a dialogue
between musical material and the physiology of hearing.

Conclusion
In summary, there is a growing body of literature in critical theory that has attempted to
define and engage with listening. Roland Barthes’s essay Listening from Music’s Body defined
it as a “psychological act” and examined listening in various contexts. He also speaks of the
listener’s potential to “renounce its inwardness” when listening to contemporary composition.
Anahid Kassabian re-defined listening as a broad range of engagements with sonic material,
stating that listening is predominantly physiological, working at any level of attention. Ola
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Stockfelt then discussed listening as a device that unites bodies within a cultural context, which
shapes the music that is heard more than the music itself. The ideas of Barthes, Kassabian and
Stockfelt significantly change the way we approach music, shifting drastically from Theodor
Adorno’s hierarchy of ideal listeners.

Based on these findings, de-centred listening can be defined as both a mode of listening
and a device employed by composers in 20th and 21st century composition. It favours listening
via multiple approaches, and goes beyond a cochlear experience of sound to link separate
entities (the mind and body within space and time) while also working across varying levels of
attention. The post-structuralism of Deleuze and Guattari is a useful model in understanding
this by illustrating the network of entities tied into this experience of composition: “We will
ask what it functions with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit
intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with
what bodies without organs it makes its own converge.” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 4). As
such, there are several methodologies to de-centre listening that can be used by composers.
Seth Kim-Cohen, John Lysaker and Anahid Kassabian’s writing on conceptualism and affect
respectively demonstrate that these are examples of de-centred listening in practice that will be
elaborated on in the following chapters. These findings again shift away from Adorno’s
hierarchies outlined in Types of Musical Conduct by positioning listening as an engagement
with more than simply the musical materials at hand, working psychologically and
physiologically simultaneously.
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Chapter 2: Conceptualism
Introduction
In Chapter 1, conceptualism was introduced as an example of and methodology for decentred listening in practice, where listening demonstrates or critiques the collection of
independent entities that create a work of art and how they simultaneously interact.

This chapter defines conceptual music and elaborates on specific works from the 20 th and
21st century that demonstrate de-centred listening. The aim of the chapter is to illuminate the
theoretical ideas outlined in Chapter 1 within conceptual works such as John Cage’s 4’33”, La
Monte Young’s Compositions 1960, Hanne Darboven’s Wende 80 and Johannes Kreidler’s
Fremdarbeit. It also aims to demonstrate the methods employed by the composers to de-centre
the listening experience.

Conceptual music: a definition
Several discussions of conceptual music have been published in recent years, and with
this has come several definitions. Max Erwin, referring to the burgeoning composition
movement of new conceptualism, defined conceptual music to be “a manner of compositional
thinking that treats concepts – aesthetic, philosophical, technological, social – as generating
compositional material, rather than sounds” (Erwin 2016, 5). Martin Iddon extrapolates that
conceptual music is not preoccupied with how music is constructed or why music is created,
but how it fits into a broader world view (Iddon 2016). Harry Lehmann also addresses this in
his lecture Conceptual Music and The Gehalt-aesthetic Turn. Defining conceptual music as
music not concerned with materials, Lehmann traces the history of conceptualism in music
through modernism, the avant-garde and post-modernism. Lehmann explains this return to the
avant-garde of the 60’s as a phenomenon he calls the gehalt-aesthetic turn, occurring due to
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technical advances in the 21st century creating unlimited access to materials (Lehmann 2014).
Seth Kim-Cohen, however, builds on these ideas. Kim-Cohen refers to the non-retinal visual
art lauded by Marcel Duchamp, and the artists asking of questions that can’t be answered by
the eye alone. A sonic art (or conceptual music), then, deals with ideas that are not purely aural,
though it doesn’t disregard what is, and often poses a dialogue between the aural and non-aural
(Kim-Cohen 2009).

To clarify regarding the terms sonic art and conceptual music, it is true that most of the
works discussed by Kim-Cohen in his book In the Blink of an Ear do fall into the realm of
gallery arts, but I believe the terms can be used interchangeably when discussing the works
referenced in this chapter. Max Erwin and Harry Lehmann are clearly referring to conceptual
music and labelling it as such, Kim-Cohen prefers the label sonic art to illuminate the break
from musical tradition made by the artist, as does composer and academic Trevor Wishart
(Wishart and Emmerson 1996). Subsequently, many composers that identify themselves as
artists, or as musicians working outside of Western classical music, have been excluded from
analysis by musicologists. Many of the artists discussed in this paper, for example John Cage,
self-identify as composers, while someone like Hanne Darboven predominantly worked as a
visual artist, but labelled her musical works clearly as such. The point to make is that the way
the work of the artists discussed below poses relational questions between the idea and sound
clearly links them together as conceptual. For the purposes of this thesis, the term conceptual
music has thus been used to encompass the sonic arts and contemporary composition.

Conceptual music can be defined as a preoccupation with ideas as opposed to materials,
and more often than not a conversation between the two. Furthermore, it is a music that is often
concerned with the political and social implications of creating and viewing art and music. The
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following works, John Cage’s 4’33”, La Monte Young’s Compositions 1960, Hanne
Darboven’s Wende 80 and Johannes Kreidler’s Fremdarbeit, clearly illustrate this in diverse
ways, inciting a method for engaging with music where listening is de-centred.

John Cage (USA, 1912-1992) 4’33” (1952)
John Cage’s work 4’ 33”, a piece composed entirely of notated silence, is commonly
upheld as a turning point in 20th century music history (Lehmann 2014). Premiered in
Woodstock, New York by pianist David Tudor, the work instructs a musician to sit with an
instrument, poised to perform the piece’s three movements, but without making a sound – the
score is marked ‘tacet’. There are several origin stories for this work, the most famous being
Cage’s visit to an anechoic chamber at Harvard University. Expecting to hear absolute silence
for the first time, he heard two sounds – one high and one low – and was informed by the lab
technician these sounds were produced by his circulatory and nervous systems. Cage came to
the conclusion there is no such thing as silence, and 4’33” explores the question: if there is no
such thing as silence, then what is music? (Kim-Cohen 2009)
In 1957, Cage wrote:
For in this new music nothing takes place but sounds: those that are notated
and those that are not. Those that are not notated appear in the written music as
silences, opening the doors of the music to the sounds that happen to be in the
environment. This openness exists in the fields of modern sculpture and
architecture. The glass houses of Mies van der Rohe reflect their environment,
presenting to the eye images of clouds, trees, or grass, according to the situation. …
there is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always
something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make silence, we
cannot. (Joseph 2011, 106)
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Though there are many readings of 4’33” - and some centre around Cage’s preference for
materials over ideas in this work (Kim-Cohen 2009, 163) - it is a conversation between its
context (the concert hall) and the materials employed (the sound of the audience and it’s
environment). 4’33” is concerned with the social implications of creating and viewing music:
“…the work aims for music, as cultural practice and as context. It is from this perspective that
4’33” finds its operative power: by producing a musical situation in which silence and noise,
music and the social, may intersect and destabilize each other” (LaBelle 2006, 15). 4’33” decentres listening “by seeking to strip away the representational nature of sound–this sound is
understood only in relation to its referent–sound is potentially dislodged to float the narratives
of musical argument. This … makes possible a shift in listening by which individual
imagination is mobilized, for listening reaches not for correct meaning but for its potential.”
(LaBelle 2006, 17) This prompts a fundamental shift away from Adornian analysis.

La Monte Young (USA, 1935- ) Compositions 1960 (1960)
Compositions 1960 is a series of mostly text-based scores presented by Young at early
Fluxus happenings in New York City in 1960. They are oblique and irreverent instructions for
a performer to complete within a performance context. In Compositions 1960, Young is
predominantly concerned with the undoing of the hierarchies of traditional musical
performance. Piano Piece for David Tudor #2 instructs the performer to “open the keyboard
cover without making, from the operation, any sound that is audible to you. … The piece is
over either when you succeed or you decide to stop trying. It is not necessary to explain to the

Figure 1: La Monte Young, Composition 1960 #7 (Sun 2006, 37)
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audience. Simply do what you do and, when the piece is over, indicate it in a customary way”
(Young 1960). Here, and in many of the Compositions, Young’s language (e.g. “indicate it in
a customary way” (Young 1960)) and incorporation of instruments like the piano are tied to
the mechanisms of classical music performance. Other examples include the turning off of
lights in the performance space in #4 (“Announce to the audience that the lights will be turned
off for the duration of the composition” (Young 1960)) or #6 where “the performers (any
number) sit on the stage watching and listening to the audience in the same way the audience
usually looks at and listens to performers” (Young 1960). Young stated “my 1960 compositions
… are most effective when performed in a conventional concert setting. In fact, they were a
social statement, in part inspired as a response to the particular academic concert atmosphere
then present at the University of California at Berkeley” (Grimshaw 2011, 49) where he had
recently completed studies. If “conceptualism allows art to volunteer its own corpus” (KimCohen 2009, xxi), each of Young’s Compositions 1960 radically and irreverently challenges
the traditions of musical performance.

According to Kim-Cohen, Compositions 1960, like all conceptual works, “inhabit their
circuits of operation, but do so in a discomfiting way. The position of the conceptual work
within its circuit is such that it redirects the customary flow and function of the apparatus. The
conceptual work doesn’t blow up the pipeline … it reroutes it so that its contents arrive at an
altered destination, drawing attention to the contingency of its normal functioning.” (KimCohen 2009, 172). Young’s Compositions work around the premise that “listening is often
more conditioned by the situation in which one meets the music than by the music itself”
(Stockfelt 2017, 89). The listener is called upon to identify the context and see the subversion
of that context.
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Hanne Darboven (Germany, 1941-2009) Wende 80 (1980-81)
Hanne Darboven is “best known for creating apparently hermetic serial artworks
combining drawn figures, numbers and script-on paper, exhibited hung en bloc in identical
frames, in grid systems that occupy whole walls and rooms.” (Schoofs 2012, 129). In Wende
80 [Turning 80] she documented political events in her homeland of Germany for the entirety
of 1980, transcribing them into numbers, and then into music. The score is rarely performed,
but is presented as a score with 11 vinyl records, held in the collection at the Centre Georges
Pompidou, Paris, and Museum of Modern Art, New York City. Wende 80 was first performed
in 1981 in New York City at the Leo Castelli Gallery (Beuth 2010). Hanne Darboven’s
preoccupation with numbers is recurrent throughout all her work, both visual and musical. She
began this during her time in New York in the late 60’s where she developed a process for
transcribing dates. This process is the dominant generator of the sonic material in Wende 80.
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If, in the language of the artist, the date of January 18th, 1958, for example, is
transcribed as 18010580, followed by numbers to which are added the sum of the
numbers that indicate the day, the date and the year - 77 (18+1+58), following the
formula 180105877 - the musical transcription operates simply by attributing one
note for each of the numbers. The 0 would be D, 1 would be E, 2 F, 3 G, 4 A, 5 B,
6 C, 7 D (one octave above the first D), 8 would be E (one octave above the first
E), 9 F (one octave above the first F). So the date of January 18th, 1958 … would
give: middle E, high E, middle D, middle E, middle D, middle B, high E, middle D,
high D, high D. (Gauthier 2017, 18-19)

Figure 2: Hanne Darboven Wende 80, 1980-81. Portfolio of 416 lithographs, offset printed and eleven long play vinyl records,
34.9 x 24.8 cm. Centre du Georges Pompidou Paris.
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In Darboven’s work, the translation of dates “is a critical enquiry in which time itself is
considered material to be looped and folded, stretched and frayed” (Cocker 2012, 242). As an
example of conceptual music, it uses this idea as the sole generator of sonic material. Time is
transcribed into numbers, shifted into a two-dimensional object (the score) and then retranslated back to real time via performance in this process. Gauthier clarifies: the “notes on
the stave represent first of all numbers, and not sounds. A measure of passing time, and so,
therefore, subject to a double notation” (Gauthier 2017, 19).

Wende 80 is a sound not wholly for the ear as Darboven uses listening to draw attention
to a fundamental element of music: it’s temporality. Wende 80 functions through the context
in which it was written as a documentation of a process. Recalling Deleuze and Guattari’s
assemblage, the multiple layers of time superimposed when listening to Wende 80 “flatten all
of its dimensions onto a single plane of consistency” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 10). Wende
80 de-centres listening by bringing together independent entities (past, present and future time)
through listening, but it doesn’t critique these entities like Young or Cage. Indeed, Wende 80
could be listened to from Adorno’s perspective (the work does contain an immanent logic and
its own musical language (Adorno 1976)). However, in only recognising the codes that form
the work (Barthes 1986) Darboven’s method for formulating them would be ignored. It is this
process, in its presentation of time-based data in an acoustic space, that illuminates time as an
integral component music relies on which still has potential to alter the listener’s relationship
to those codes.

Johannes Kreidler (Germany, 1980- ) Fremdarbeit (2009)
Johannes Kreidler’s Fremdarbeit [Outsourcing] is a key work in new conceptual
composition, and also one that has prompted a polarising response from audiences and critics.
The work, intended as a critique of globalisation in contemporary society by shedding light on
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the inequality of labour, was written by two composers, Xia Non Xiang and Ramesh
Murraybay. They were employed by Kreidler to create his commission from Klangwerkstatt
Berlin and Ensemble Mosaik for him, but in the style of his music. The work is presented by
Kreidler in the form of a performance lecture, where he explains the process before the works
are performed. Here, and in much of Kreidler’s work, the concept is the sole generator of the
musical material with little interference from the composer. Martin Iddon examined the validity
of the complaints against Kreidler by using an online image search to trace the composers Xia
Non Xiang and Ramesh Murraybay that Kreidler outsourced the composition of his work to.
He found these are generic stock images found online, and the premise of Kreidler’s work thus
becomes exposed as a potential fallacy. A larger quagmire emerges through illustrating how
Kreidler is perpetuating colonialism in both the materials used and the methods employed
(Iddon 2016).

In Fremdarbeit, the listener is asked to go beyond the sounds presented by Kreidler,
appealing to numerous “exigencies out of earshot” (Kim-Cohen 2009, xxi) to reveal an
attempted social critique. Furthermore, the work situates the listener and composer in dialogue
with a network of social and cultural relationships between global entities. The music itself is
in essence meaningless in light of this broader context, recalling Deleuze and Guattari: “a book
exists only through the outside and on the outside” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 4). Like
Barthes’s description of Cage: “…by deconstructing itself, listening is externalized, it compels
the subject to renounce his “inwardness.”” (Barthes 1986, 259), listening to Fremdarbeit
grounds the listener in a particular social context and time. To approach this work with
Adornian analysis would ignore and misunderstand a large portion of the work.
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Conclusion
Through the analysis of these works, what emerges is a diverse number of methods and
reasons for de-centred listening as an artistic approach, and that composers have been decentering listening since the mid 20th century. 4’33” used the context of the concert hall to
illustrate the non-existence of silence, posing various existential questions regarding music.
Compositions 1960 again played with the traditions of musical performance and the role of the
composer. Hanne Darboven’s sonification of time and process demonstrate music’s
temporality. Listening to Fremdarbeit by Johannes Kreidler illustrates a complex network of
social and cultural ideas. The analysis of these works demonstrates that incorporating and/or
critiquing a social, cultural or temporal context becomes an important conceptual device to decentre listening. In each example, the composer relinquished control of musical materials to
another entity (the audience, the performer, a process, or another person), and, in doing so,
demonstrated conceptualism's preference for the non-cochlear and renewed focus on the idea.
The decentralised listening of 4’33”, written 1952, and Compositions 1960 illustrate that
Adorno’s Types of Musical Conduct from 1976 disregarded many compositional practices in
its analysis of listening. In sum, conceptual music is a de-centred listening experience where
composers regard the listening as only one part of the work. It is an established practice that
has developed since the mid 20th century to contemporary practice today.
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Chapter 3: Affect
Introduction
Previous chapters have outlined the theoretical ideas surrounding de-centred listening and
how this has been achieved using conceptual practices. This chapter endeavours to illustrate
additional methods of de-centering listening by the consideration of affect in the composition
process. Similarly to Chapter 2, this chapter aims to define affect within this context. A
selection of 20th and 21st century works will be surveyed and analysed, with emphasis on the
methods employed by the composer to de-centre listening. Affect theorists Brian Massumi,
Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth, as well as Anahid Kassabian, are discussed, alongside
the compositions Furniture Music by Eric Satie, Ambient 1: Music for Airports by Brian Eno,
Deep Listening Pieces by Pauline Oliveros and Sound Characters: The Third Ear by Maryanne
Amacher.

Affect: a definition
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari's A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
explored affect, and their translator Brian Massumi gives a useful definition of it: “a
prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body to
another and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body's capacity to act.” (Deleuze
and Guattari 1988, xvii). Anahid Kassabian’s Ubiquitous Listening defines affect as “the circuit
of bodily responses to stimuli that take place before conscious apprehension.” (Kassabian 2013,
xiii). Finally, Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth use the following definition in their Affect
Theory Reader: “Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the name we give to those forces—
visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces
insisting beyond emotion—that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought and
extension, that can likewise suspend us (as if in neutral) across a barely registering accretion
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of force-relations, or that can even leave us overwhelmed by the world’s apparent
intractability.” (Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 1). Thus, in the context of this thesis, affect can be
defined as a predominantly physiological energy that has the potential to transform engaged
entities at various levels of attention.

Eric Satie (France, 1866-1925) Furniture Music (1917)
Eric Satie’s 1917 work Furniture Music is a suite of short pieces designed to be heard in
various areas of the house. The music was deliberately written not to be actively listened to
and is generally considered precursor to ambient music. John Cage describes this work as “a
music which is like furniture … I think of it as melodious, softening the noises of the knives
and forks, not dominating them, not imposing itself. It would fill up those heavy silences that
sometimes fall between friends dining together. ... and at the same time it would neutralize the
street noises which so indiscreetly enter into the play of conversation” (Cage 1961, 76). Satie’s
music moves the purpose of music away from the primary focal point of the listening
experience. Instead, Satie explores music’s ability to transform the listener by providing a
framework for the way they experience daily life. Satie attempts to enable this via utilitarian
repetition and a lack of structure: “his use of extreme repetition, whether a work is to be
performed publicly or privately, could well have been a ritualistic action to rid the music of
whatever expressive content it may have had: the more music is repeated, the less we notice its
salient details and the more it fades into the background” (Potter 2016, 143). Furniture Music
is perhaps not successful in its realisation. The premiere performance notoriously saw Satie
yell at the self-formed audience to ignore the performance (Potter 2016) and without
contemporary recording technology and methods of disseminating music perhaps his goal was
somewhat futile. “Satie believed that music derived meaning from its utility” (Gallez 1976,
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37), but by being largely reliant on the work being performed, and the function or affective
response is not clearly stated, the valuing of implicit function over narrative could be obscured.

Figure 3: Eric Satie, Carrelage phonique from Furniture Music (Potter 2016, 147)

Despite this, Satie’s work proposes a de-centred listening experience that is primarily
physiological and non-cognitive, and one that is available to a range of differing attentions.
Pre-dating affect studies by nearly 60 years, Furniture Music attempts to simply function by
existing constantly whether you pay attention to it or not. But, like a piece of furniture, its
deployment shapes an experience for the listener by producing "affective responses, bodily
events that ultimately lead in part to what we call emotion.” (Kassabian 2013, xi) Furniture
Music is a sound not wholly addressed to the ear – it de-centres listening in its non-lineararity.
By functioning across multiple levels of attention it encapsulates Barthes’s idea of listening as
“the very sense of space and time” (Barthes 1986, 246).
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Brian Eno (UK, 1948-) Ambient 1: Music for Airports (1978)
Brian Eno’s Ambient 1: Music for Airports follows Satie’s logic. Eno positions Ambient
1 as a site for experience: a purpose-built soundscape to calm travellers at airports. Eno limits
the musical materials to create a sparse and repetitious texture that deliberately (and somewhat
ironically) doesn’t move anywhere, creating a sense of comfortable stability that is
foregrounded against, or more important than, the materials used. The work was not created to
be performed and is disseminated via recording. Because of this, Ambient 1 circumvents of the
traditional performance-audience relationship that Satie was unable to escape and more
successfully becomes a site for experience (Lysaker 2017). Through this, the work becomes a
functional object, and a commodity – its value, as well as meaning, derived from its affective
response. Unlike Satie, Ambient 1 doesn’t set out to exist or function like a piece of furniture,
but as something that is to be listened to deliberately for the response it gives. Eno is clear with
his premise in the title Ambient 1: Music for Airports that he wants the work to exist within the
atmosphere of a taxing situation, and change that atmosphere for the listener.

In doing this, Ambient 1 decentralises the listening experience as it creates a dialogue
between the world, the body and the work through affect. “Affect marks a body’s belonging to
a world of encounters or; a world’s belonging to a body of encounters but also, in nonbelonging, through all those far sadder (de)compositions of mutual in-compossibilities.”
(Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 2) Recalling John Lysaker’s analysis of Ambient 1 as assemblage
(outlined in Chapter 1), affect is the buffer between listener, environment and sonic object.
Ambient 1 also speaks to various levels of attention in the listener. In Ambient 1 “peripheral
attention stands in contrast to focal attention, though not as passive to the latter’s activity”
(Lysaker 2017, 157). Eno proposes listening as a predominantly inactive experience through
the use of repetition and limited melodic/harmonic materials in opposition to the frenetic
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outside world. Thus, “something else operates: the surrounding influence, the tint, expanding,
morphing” (Lysaker 2017, 161). In these sparse repetitions, Adorno’s expert listener would
have great difficulty discerning any narrative or melodic progression throughout, though there
is one. The deployment of consistent materials instead “concretely tie[s] together
heterogeneous, disparate elements as such: it assures the consolidation of fuzzy aggregates”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 558), again ensuring an affective buffer between the listener,
world and the sound. Similarly, this sense of comfort and stability created undercut a desire to
comprehend, leaving affect as the primary method of experiencing the work.

Pauline Oliveros (USA, 1932-2016) Deep Listening Pieces (1975-2016)
Shifting from Satie and Eno’s music for an environment to listening to an environment
itself, Pauline Oliveros began exploring Deep Listening in the mid-1970’s. What began as a set
of scores featuring instructions for performers that are propositions to alter the experience of
listening, was recorded in 1989 with the ‘Deep Listening Band’ and later trademarked as
“workshops, retreats, and a three-year certified training program in which Oliveros and her
team teach essential practices and skills” (Von Glahn 2013, 102). As a musical score, Deep
Listening can be considered a tautological conversation between the audience and performer:
listening to sounds born from listening. Describing the practice as “listening in every possible
way to everything possible to hear no matter what you are doing. Such intense listening
includes the sounds of daily life, of nature, of one’s own thoughts as well as musical sounds”
(Von Glahn 2013, 103), Oliveros proposes listening as totality of experience.

Collective Environmental Composition (1975)
Each participant explores an environment to find a listening place with something interesting
to hear and listens for a while.
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Each participant invites the other participants to hear their found listening place. There may
be one or more places with contrasting sounds.
Each participant finds a way to enhance, nullify or otherwise interact with the sound or
sounds that the group goes to hear.
Each participant finds a way to connect all the sounds, either literally, metaphorically or
graphically.
A performance agreement is negotiated.
(Oliveros 2005, 31)

While listening is paramount in Oliveros’s work, it is not a centred listening experience
aligned with Adorno. Oliveros foregrounds the listening experience against all other elements,
musical or not, and sets up a bloom-space (Massumi 2002) of affective responses to sound in
the process. Listening is a gateway that, according to LaBelle, “sparks understanding by
remaining open, susceptible, attuned to things outside oneself. In creating possibilities,
listening weaves self and surrounding into sympathy” (LaBelle 2006, 158). While Oliveros
takes an approach akin to Barthes’s psychological listening in her own definition of Deep
Listening, she uses this guiding of attention to allow for a multitude of responses - listener,
environment and Deep Listening score are “in constant variation, are themselves constantly
subject to transformations.” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 82) like Deleuze and Guattari’s
assemblage.

Distinct from Eno and Satie, Deep Listening requires an intense focus and doesn’t set out
to function at multiple levels of attention or modes of reception. Instead, it distributes this
attention across multiple stimuli in a non-hierarchical manner by using listening to frame the
capacity of an entity to act and be acted upon (Gregg and Seigworth 2010). Oliveros was keenly
aware of using listening to cause a powerful response in the body: “what happens is that your
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own serotonin- dopamine- is released when you experience the pleasure of listening and you
don't necessarily need anything to amplify that …” (Arcangel and Oliveros 2009, 85). Listening
is de-centred here as what Oliveros presents us with, more importantly, is an attunement to an
embodied temporality, whereby the participant is not only locating themselves in a space or
environment, but also within a flow of time (LaBelle 2006). Additionally, through this
distribution of attention across multiple, pre-existing stimuli and the highlighting of the
physiological responses caused, Deep Listening sidesteps Adornian analysis.

Maryanne Amacher (USA, 1938-2009) Sound Characters: The Third Ear
(1999)
Composer Maryanne Amacher’s Sound Characters provides an alternate mode for
deploying affect in composition. If affect is “the circuit of bodily responses to stimuli that take
place before conscious apprehension” (Kassabian 2013, xiii), Amacher’s work Sound
Characters: The Third Ear explores this deeply by not only engaging physiologically with
sound, but by using psychoacoustic phenomenon to trigger sounds from the ear. Sound
Characters is an album released in 1999 and was Amacher’s first studio release. The album
moves through various electronic soundscapes, from repetitious beeping sine waves to
shuddering spectral drones, all designed with the triggering of distortion product otoacoustic
emissions (DPOAEs) in mind. Amacher refers to this effect as the ‘third ear’ (LaBelle 2006).
Otoacoustic emissions are “sounds found in the ear canal as a result of physiological activity
in the cochlea” (Manley, Fay, and Popper 2008, 4) and are used in hearing tests to measure ear
health, while DPOAEs are “subjective sounds that are evoked by physical acoustic signals and
generated by the active components of the cochlea” (Kendall, Haworth, and Cádiz 2014, 6).
To hear the DPOAEs in Sound Characters, the work must be listened to on loudspeakers, not
headphones, and at a loud volume.
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While Sound Characters is, in a sense, a sound wholly addressed to the ear, it is not a
centred listening experience. Amacher’s work doesn’t set out to exist in the background but
functions alongside the body within space to create a total experience of the work. Brandon
LaBelle goes on to describe this: “noise vibrates both the architecture or rooms as well as the
ear canal, situating a listener within a spatiality that penetrates as well as absorbs the body”
(LaBelle 2006, 173). As another method for de-centering listening, the inclusion of DPOAEs
in the work means it is not reliant on an ‘immanent logic’ (Adorno 1976), but rather the
listening experience is a dialogue between Amacher’s soundscapes and the physiology of
hearing where “there is no ideal speaker-listener” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, 8). Amacher’s
awareness of the individuality of DPOAEs (“it happens in a lot of ways in my music [that] I’m
not even aware of.” (Lucier 2017, 49)), recalls Spinoza: “no one has yet determined what the
body can do” (Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 3). Subsequently, Sound Characters enables a
multitude of responses at any level of attention. Barthes writes “it is believed that, in order to
liberate listening, it suffices to begin speaking oneself” (Barthes 1986, 259) and in Amacher’s
work the ear speaks freely and uniquely, listener and music completely equal. Structural
hearing (Adorno 1976) is replaced by an abundance of non-linear, physiological responses that
converge in the presence of Amacher’s Sound Characters.

Conclusion
Eric Satie’s Furniture Music, Brian Eno’s Ambient 1: Music for Airports, Pauline
Oliveros’s Deep Listening Pieces and Maryanne Amacher’s Sound Characters all change the
way music is listened to. Through the analysis of these works, what emerges is an even greater
number of methods and reasons for de-centred listening that have developed since 1917. While
the relationship between music and affect is evident across music history, the deliberate
foregrounding of affect in composition process by these composers provides a method for a
predominantly physiological listening, and in doing so, an undoing of a centralised listening
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experience. Satie’s Furniture Music attempted to function as background music, though was
not able to be realised successfully due to its reliance on performance. Ambient 1: Music for
Airports, designed to calm the listener during travel, more effectively prompts a dialogue
between environment, body and sound. Deep Listening Pieces demonstrates the physiological
changes that the body undergoes in concentrated listening to an environment (and despite
listening being central to the work, it is not an example of centralised listening). Finally,
Maryanne Amacher’s Sound Characters works alongside the body to create the total
experience of the composition. Sound Characters is a truly de-centred listening experience
where the listener speaks alongside the composer’s work and the presence of the body
contributes and completes the music. In these compositions, the listening experience is decentred and instead relies on a chain of physical and emotional responses that circumvent, but
don’t exclude, cognition and pave the way for an embodied experience.
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Chapter 4: Rhetorical Chorus (2017)
Introduction
Earlier chapters of this thesis focussed on the works of 20th and 21st century composers
and how they de-centred listening by using conceptualism and affect. This chapter is an
exegesis of my own composition for visual artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s multi-dimensional
performance work Rhetorical Chorus. The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how the work
was made, before analysing it as another example of de-centred listening. The chapter functions
to contextualise the prior research within my artistic practice. Rhetorical Chorus does this
through situating the work within a broader context, linking it to 20th century compositions and
theory, after describing the work’s development.

Background
Conceptually, the work was inspired by Gothe-Snape’s chance encounter with conceptual
artist Lawrence Weiner. After watching numerous interviews with Weiner online, Agatha
became intrigued by his often-imperious gestures and began to wonder if it would be possible
to translate this literally into sound that would be sung by a group of vocalists. This concept,
interpreted by me, generated all of the musical material, which will be outlined below, and was
also used by two dancer/choreographers, Brooke Stamp and Lizzie Thompson, to devise
choreographic material. It was also used by two actors, Brian Fuata and Joan La Barbara, who
performed two monologues which began and ended the work. A video, which was featured on
four small television screens that were placed in the four corners of the stage, functioned as an
overarching structuring device for the overall piece, containing the cues for the start and end
of each section for all performers. This consisted of found footage of Lawrence Weiner, which
was used as source material and collated by Agatha.
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Process
The creation of Rhetorical Chorus began as part of a residency at the Museum of Applied
Arts and Sciences (MAAS). Over 3 days, I created a series of improvisation exercises with
vocalists Rainbow Chan, Alyx Dennison, Sonya Holowell and Marcus Whale. All of these
improvisations were recorded by Benjamin Carey who was engaged as the sound designer for
the project. Work completed during this residency culminated in two public showings on
16/8/2017 and 1/9/2017 at the Museum of Art and Applied Sciences. The exercises were
intended as a primer for the vocalists, with the instruction intended to provoke creativity in
response. These instructions were ‘pick random note, gradually arrive at unison using one note
per breath’ or ‘divide into two groups. One group sings a note at the top of their range, other
bottom of range. Get closer together with each breath and collectively arrive at unison’. The
instructions were repeated with variations: ‘humming, soft’, ‘shouting, nasal texture’ or ‘each
entry getting louder, reaching maximum volume by the end’. Initially, the focus was to
encourage a “composition as gardening” (Eno 2011) approach (discussed further below) to
foster harmonious group dynamics by listening/responding to each other instead of an outside
stimulus.

The exercises then moved to responding to the source material (found footage of
Lawrence Weiner) produced and collated by Agatha. These instructions included variations on
‘use gesture [featured in source material] as breathing exercise – sing on exhalation’. I also
experimented with using words from the source videos, with the idea that this could create
interesting textures within the final work. Instructions here included ‘repeat text without any
consonants’, ‘repeat text without any vowels’ or ‘choose one pattern/syllable/word and repeat
it varying rhythm’ but after some discussion with the vocalists, it was decided that this
approach was unproductive. The vocalists found it very difficult, it felt (and sounded)
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uncomfortable and it lacked the homogeneity of the previous exercises. While it may have
produced interesting sonic responses, the addition or the active destruction of language
illuminated that the innate human response to gesture was the key here and should not be

interfered with by adding linguistic complexity. Instructions that were more successful were
broader, and used directions in pitch or direction, even regarding noise vs. pitch as the source
material engendered enough of a response.

In the lead-up to the second showing, I began to include more detailed pitch ranges and
material for the vocalists to respond to. Exercises encouraging the vocalists to respond
melodically to the source material, and also consider their relationship to the group were posed:
‘use LW gesture (in source material) to create simple melodies that come in and out of the

Figure 4: Agatha Gothe-Snape and Megan Alice Clune, example of source material
used in Rhetorical Chorus

Figure 5: Megan Alice Clune, Rhetorical Chorus draft score for work in progress
showing.Figure 6: Agatha Gothe-Snape and Megan Alice Clune, example of source material
used in Rhetorical Chorus
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drone sound’ or ‘sing either the drone pitch, a solo melody or a harmony’. This became the
foundation of the showing on 1/9/2017.
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Rhetorical Chorus WIP showing
Friday 1st September 2017
Score no. 1
Rainbow – melody
Alyx – textural noise
Marcus – textural noise/echo
Sonya – counter melody/echo
Eugene – drone harmony
Meg – drone w pure vocal sound
Ben – reverb, process vocal track ‘Closed Book’ from 16/8 session into textural noise w panning
Dynamic: soft
Score no. 2
Marcus: call
Alyx: answer, trying to find a unison
Sonya: answer, trying to find a unison
Eugene: answer, trying to find a unison
Meg: drone, some textural noise but pitch still audible
Ben: drone pitch shifted 2 octaves lower (or more), some textural noise but pitch still audible
Dynamic: varied
Score no. 3
Alyx: melody (getting higher)
Marcus: drone/harmony, alternate between mouth open and mouth closed
Rainbow: drone, alternate between mouth open and mouth closed
Sonya: drone/harmony, alternate between mouth open and mouth closed
Eugene: drone, alternate between mouth open and mouth closed
Meg: textural noise
Ben: reverb, textural noise responding to that responds to contour of the melody
Dynamic: moderately loud
Score no. 4
Sonya: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B. Vary the each note with vibrato initially, then explore other
textures.
Alyx: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them. Vary the each note with vibrato
initially, then explore other textures.
Marcus: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them. Vary the each note with vibrato
initially, then explore other textures.
Rainbow: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them. Vary the each note with vibrato
initially, then explore other textures.
Eugene: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them. Vary the each note with vibrato
initially, then explore other textures.
Meg: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them maintaining each pitch.
Ben: begin with the note A, then move to D, E, C and B after Sonya has sung them maintaining each pitch. Explore pitch
shifting down an octave or more.
Dynamic: moderately soft (Sonya loudest)

Figure 7: Megan Alice Clune, Rhetorical Chorus draft score for work in progress showing.

At the conclusion of the residency, the overarching structure of the work was developed
based on feedback from Agatha and my own analysis of the residency. At this point it was
decided that the work would have 4 sections with a soloist in each. Still working with the
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concept as a stimulus, I used graphs and pitches through mapping and drawing the shapes of
both the gestures and hand shapes. This culminated in the selection of five notes, originally a,
d, e, b, c, which formed a motif to be used throughout the work by each vocalist. These intervals
of were chosen for their spatial proximity, which echoed the space between each fingertip of
my right hand.

Figure 3: Megan Alice Clune, Rhetorical Chorus sketch, ink and pencil on paper, 14.8cm x 21cm. Artists
notebook.

I then worked on the video, in consultation with Agatha. The video started with longer
sections of the source material of Lawrence Weiner originally complied by Agatha and was
largely unedited. Throughout each segment, the sections got shorter and faster, and included
small repeated fragments or glitches, giving cues to performers to encourage repetition and
build momentum within the section. While this did form a kind of ‘score’ in that it included
cues for the performers to adhere to, it was not the main impetus for the creation of sound.
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I also worked with Benjamin Carey throughout this time to experiment with sounds and
develop a live electronics set up that I could use in the performance. It was integral to the
concept that all the sound material be developed from vocal responses to gestures, so all noise
or electronic sounds were taken from the recordings made in the residency period. Similar to
my approach with the vocalists, I encouraged him to work with the concept in his own manner,
despite working without the source material of Lawrence Weiner. Ben experimented with pitch
shifting the vocals and applying various audio effects, including grain delay, auto panning and
amp simulations, to the recordings. A continuous drone of the note A was also present in this
set-up, pitch-shifted to three different octaves, as well as notes D and E. Some more melodic
samples were also used as additional material, including textural effects like whistling. Ben
used Ableton Live to map each sample and various parameters controlled using a MIDI
controller.

In the week before the performance, we came together with the full cast (including two
additional vocalists not used during the residency) at Rex Cramphorn studio, University of
Sydney. I began these rehearsals with a re-cap of the improvisation exercises that directly
inspired the score. It soon became apparent that the vocalists would not be stationary
throughout the performance. Brooke Stamp began a series of movement improvisation
workshops with the vocalists that integrated vocalising with physical movement.

The music changed again in production week. The work initially ended with a monologue
from Joan La Barbara, with no additional sounds. This didn’t work in rehearsal as the music
built up to an immense climax so the absence of sound was quite jarring. Additional
instructions were added that reflected earlier material for the vocalists and La Barbara, who
was initially only speaking, began her monologue with the five-pitch motif a, d, e, c, b. Another
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significant alteration was made after Lizzie Thompson injured herself in the opening night
performance and was hospitalised for the rest of the season. Rather than replace her, the work
was performed with one dancer and shortened in length by 4 minutes (one minute per section).
As the season progressed, the work became increasingly relaxed in establishing a tonal centre
throughout the work, which was further exacerbated by me taking liberties with the electronic
part. My part featured a pre-recorded A that would be used as a drone, but to create contrast I
ended up bring it in half way through the piece. What resulted was the maintaining of the same
intervals as a, d, e, c, b but with a slightly different tonal centre in each section.

Reception and reflection
The media reception of Rhetorical Chorus was generally favourable, though somewhat
divided. It was reviewed in The Monthly, Sydney Morning Herald, RealTime and The Daily
Review. While mostly positive, some reviewers did not appreciate or engage with the work’s
concept and its multi-layered complexities, one stating that “reading about its gestation can
offer more than seeing the results” (Sykes 2017). Fiona McGregor provided the most generous
reading of the work, describing the music as “... a combination of structured and aleatoric,
including random noises picked up during the recording of improvisational exercises. More
than bringing the process into the final product, these elements gave the sound a shifting, grainy
quality, the droning layers accumulating to a rich haze that parted to release Joan La Barbara
from her corner” (McGregor 2017). Keith Gallasch questioned the effectiveness of GotheSnape’s aim to dismantle or examine hierarchies, stating it “is not necessarily ... dissolved by
the Rhetorical Chorus, a work of such scale that its stage performers remained distant figures
and a new form hard to discern ... the chorus lacked palpable overall shaping or a sense of
collective being — heard in the singing but not otherwise experienced” (Gallasch 2017).
Interestingly, all reviewers (including McGregor) appreciated the music on an aesthetic level,
describing it as a “pleasant meditative chant” (Sykes 2017), a “near-hypnotic score, made up
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of frenetic vocal tics and long drones” (Neutze 2017) and “I relished the superb singing from
La Barbara ... and the Chorus” (Gallasch 2017).

Overall, Rhetorical Chorus was a successful execution of its conceptual framework.
Putting a “composition as gardening” (Eno 2011) approach into practice in performance
worked aesthetically – each section was musically distinct and maintained interest – but it also
worked socially in its deliberate fostering of harmonious group dynamics to create a
performance. Personally, I found the process of creating Rhetorical Chorus affirming and it
encouraged me to continue working in a similar manner. Furthermore, many of the vocalists
described the process as both transformative and exhilarating. The work also posed many
questions regarding this methodology. Notwithstanding its attempts at a non-hierarchical mode
of performance, Rhetorical Chorus proved some hierarchy is logistically necessary when
working with 11 performers and a technical crew. In my role as composer within this hierarchy,
I did find it difficult to locate the boundary of when to give notes to the vocalists and when to
not intervene. The 5-pitch motif proved challenging for the performers to maintain interest in
over 5 shows, and as the season progressed more notes were added on occasion. Despite this
motif being integral to my musical score and the conceptual underpinning of the work, the
valuing of human interaction and the individual’s interpretation of the score (which was also
integral to the conceptual underpinning of the work) proved difficult to reconcile. Similarly, I
also questioned whether this would have been adhered to differently if the musical score was
written down and not delivered verbally. Delivered in this manner, the composer’s word
became as ephemeral as the sounds themselves and offers an interesting conceptual tautology.
More broadly, and perhaps more importantly, it illustrated a conceptual/aesthetic tug of war
which is fertile territory for future exploration.
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Analysis
Conceptualism and affect have been given as methodologies for de-centering listening
throughout this thesis, and my composition for Rhetorical Chorus has utilised both. The initial
definition of conceptual music outlined in Chapter 2 stated it was where a concept generates
musical material (Erwin 2016), the composer values an idea or concept over the materials
(Lehmann 2014), and/or the composer poses a dialogue between what can be heard and what
can’t be (Kim-Cohen 2009). Rhetorical Chorus engages with the second and third of these
predominantly, and proposes an expansive, de-centred method for listening to and scoring
music. In addition, Rhetorical Chorus uses affect to generate musical material throughout. In
Chapter 3, affect was defined as a predominantly physiological response to sound that has the
potential to transform engaged entities at various levels of attention. The score, and my
contribution as composer, centres around facilitating this interaction between entities to
generate sound. Thus affect is an underlying yet integral feature of this composition in multiple
ways.

Rhetorical Chorus, as a conceptual work, demotes the musical materials in favour of its
conceptual framework and, in doing so, this shifts the conventional role of the composer within
Western classical music. This method of working overturns the Romantic idea of authorship,
where “the score is the closest we can come to the voice of the composer; it is here the musical
substance can be identified, giving us access to ‘the true product of the mind’, and should
therefore be treated with great humility by its performers” (Groth 2017, 690) and thus cannot
be read in a centred, Adornian manner. Rhetorical Chorus, with its openly collaborative nature,
de-centres listening as the network of exchanges that make a work of art are exposed.

50

The 5-note motif verbally given to the vocalists was one way to shift the role of composer
to that of facilitator, and Robert Ashley’s opera Now Eleanor’s Idea (1993) is an important
reference. In Ashley’s work, each performer is given a brief on their character and the plot of
the opera.
In almost every solo or ensemble part, the singer is given a “character defining”
pitch (that is, a pitch somewhere in the singer’s range that, understandably, forces a
certain “character” to emerge.) Around this pitch, the singer is asked to invent vocal
inflections (pitch changes, vocal techniques, etc.) that express the intent or meaning
of the text. The singer is limited to/guided by always in the vocal inflections by a
harmony (implied or explicit in the orchestration) and in some cases by a specific
set of alternate pitches. Apart from these technical limitations and apart from the
trial and error process of what we agree on as proper or correct, the singer is entirely
free to invent the vocal character. (Ashley 1994)

Performers are given pitch area by Ashley but can explore at their own liberty, which was
reflected in my use of a 5-pitch motif that can be interpreted and improvised with throughout
the duration of the piece.

Similarly, Meredith Monk’s exploration of non-verbal communication is also echoed in
Rhetorical Chorus: “the possibility of meaningful content without words, where sensual
physical perception is used in place of non-sensuous forms, is the basis of Monk's prolific
output” (Leaver-Yap 2010). Monk also states “...I realised that anything in my life could be
used as material: my hair, my body, my crossed eyes, anything about me physically or
mentally.” (Leaver-Yap 2010), which was referenced in Rhetorical Chorus’s use of preexisting, found footage as source material. Finally, my use of a verbal, instruction score over
written notation is related to Monk’s “mistrust of the word and its dominance as a form of
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communication” and in arguing that “communication is caught between the voice and
language, she frowns on paper memorisation of her musical work, arguing for an acuteness of
listening, not of reading” (Leaver-Yap 2010).

My composition for Rhetorical Chorus framed interaction between entities and the music
is generated “in these in-betweens or blooming intervals, intensities are continually divulged
in the supple relations between a world’s or a body’s interleavings and their vectors of
gradience” (Gregg and Seigworth 2010, 10). Here, predominantly physiological responses
between performers and to sound engages the performers to generate the sonic material which
again shifts the traditional role of the composer within Western classical music. Referring again
to the assemblage (Deleuze and Guattari 1988), the music is created in the frisson between
entities, and what is listened to is the unfolding of this process. In Rhetorical Chorus listening
is de-centred as listening is used to “draw attention to the contingency of [musics] own
functioning” (Kim-Cohen 2009, 172) instead of decoding the language of music employed
(Adorno 1976).

Brian Eno’s lecture Composition as Gardening, though initially about algorithmic
composition, establishes a precedent for this process. Eno describes “...the shift from ‘architect’
to ‘gardener’, where ‘architect’ stands for ‘someone who carries a full picture of the work
before it is made’, to gardener’ standing for ‘someone who plants seeds and waits to see exactly
what will come up’” (Eno 2011). In Rhetorical Chorus, through preliminary improvisation
exercises (outlined above), the presentation of a 5-note motif and a clearly delineated structure,
the performers are allowed to operate independently and generate whatever they like within
that framework. My own performing of the live electronics contributes to this groundwork
directly by grounding the tonal centre of the work, as does the selection of specific
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collaborators. The score, and my contribution as composer, sets up a space where the affect of
both sounds produced and interactions between performers generates the musical material.

Rhetorical Chorus also took inspiration from Jennifer Walshe’s essay The New
Discipline. She defines the New Discipline as “pieces which often invoke the extra-musical,
which activate the non-cochlear. In performance, these are works in which the ear, the eye and
the brain are expected to be active and engaged. Works in which we understand that there are
people on the stage, and that these people are/have bodies.” (Walshe 2016). Rhetorical Chorus
engages with these ideas in numerous ways. Firstly, through its incorporation of movement
and projections, the work incorporates the extra-musical and the non-cochlear. But, as stated
above, the affective responses triggered by interaction between performers is an integral feature
to the work. Taking Walshe’s statement “perhaps we are finally willing to accept that the bodies
playing the music are part of the music, that they’re present, they’re valid and they inform our
listening whether subconsciously or consciously” (Walshe 2016) to its logical conclusion,
Rhetorical Chorus is not just about the body and the physicality of sound, or even the
integration of movement into vocalising, but the interaction between entities in a physical space
to generate sound.

My score for Rhetorical Chorus incorporates both conceptualism and affect to de-centre
the listening experience through a detailed and extensive creative development. Through an
analysis of the work, Rhetorical Chorus was informed by works such as Robert Ashley’s Now
Eleanor’s Idea in its use of motifs as a compromise between the composer’s authorship and
improvisation from the performers. In addition, the wordless vocal writing and non-verbal
communication of Meredith Monk, as well as the ‘composition as gardening’ strategy of Brian
Eno were also key references. Jennifer Walshe’s essay The New Discipline also informed the
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creation of the work in its call to incorporate the physicality into contemporary composition.
Rhetorical Chorus additionally builds on the research developed in Chapters 1 – 3 by
responding to the theories outlined that have de-centred listening throughout the 20th and 21st
century, positioning itself within this lineage. The theories of Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari,
particularly in regards to the assemblage, have been a useful model for the de-centred listening
at play here. Considering this work in an Adornian fashion would miss listening to a context,
a process and a ‘bloom-space’ (Massumi 2002) of affective responses.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
This thesis aims to examine the ways in which composers have prompted a de-centred
method of listening to music throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. My research outlines two
significant ways in which this has been done. Conceptualism and affect have been used by
composers since 1917 to prompt a non-linear engagement with composed sound that often
functions across multiple levels of attention and modes of reception.

A theoretical basis for de-centred listening is provided by the writing of Theodor Adorno,
Roland Barthes, Anahid Kassabian and Ola Stockfelt. These writers were central in
establishing a concrete definition of de-centred listening - Adorno’s hierarchy of ideal listeners
formed the definition of centred listening. Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s assemblage was
then used as a framework for de-centred listening which became the basis of analysis
throughout the thesis. Examples from Seth Kim-Cohen and John Lysaker demonstrate how this
can work in practice, using conceptualism and affect respectively. This chapter demonstrated
that de-centred listening speaks to contemporary engagements with music, often through
technology, which can shape the music itself (Stockfelt 2017). Listening is also a tool for
locating oneself within time and space. Listening is physiological(Kassabian 2013), and can be
passive as well as active - listening speaks (Barthes 1986). It can be an externalising act, not
just internalising, where an inwardness is renounced (Barthes 1986).

Conceptual music like 4’33” by John Cage, Compositions 1960 by La Monte Young,
Wende 80 by Hanne Darboven and Fremdarbeit by Johannes Kreidler demonstrated that music
can critique its modes of production and/or its social and cultural context. It showed that
listening can prompt a conversation between the idea and the sound, the aural and non-aural.
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There are multiple readings of a conceptual work – it isn’t straightforward or linear. These
works show that music is deeply influenced by its context, and can also change or critique this
context. Similarly composition can be used to direct our awareness of this context and it’s
temporality. Finally, a composition doesn’t have to organise sound, or even create sound, and
in doing so it critiques the accepted definition of music.

Furniture Music, the earliest composition discussed, demonstrated a de-centred listening
practice as early as 1917. Furthermore, this work and Ambient 1 showed how listening affects
the body at any level of attention. Similarly, listening can engage disparate entities or spaces
harmoniously, combining assemblages through consistency (Deleuze and Guattari 1988). Decentred listening shows how music changes the environment, or our awareness of our
environment, as demonstrated by Pauline Oliveros’s Deep Listening Pieces. Finally,
composing affect can make listening speak using psychoacoustic phenomenon like DPOAEs,
as demonstrated by Maryanne Amacher’s Sound Characters.

My own composition for visual artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s multi-dimensional
performance work Rhetorical Chorus illuminated the extensive process in creating a complex
conceptual work involving many people. Its analysis demonstrated multiple methods for decentering listening. It shows that affect can be used to generate music by creating a framework
for performers to respond to each other in performance.

In conclusion, this thesis examined the ways in which composers have prompted new
ways to listen to music throughout the 20th and 21st centuries before situating my own work,
the musical composition for artist Agatha Gothe-Snape’s Rhetorical Chorus, within this. The
thesis outlined two central ways that listening is de-centred, by conceptualism and affect, and
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illustrated four key works for each before discussing the process and analysis of Rhetorical
Chorus. A lineage of de-centred listening is established, and a variety of methods employed to
achieve this, each with the goal to address a sound not wholly to the ear. Furthermore, decentred listening in 20th/21st century composition is illustrated as a vibrant framework for the
experience of sound, where engaged entities - an environment, context, temporality, bodies are both transformed and transform each other simultaneously. Recalling William Carlos
Williams once more:
The birds twitter now anew
but a design
surmounts their twittering.
(Williams 1952, 162)
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Creative Portfolio: Rhetorical Chorus
Rhetorical Chorus was presented at Liveworks Festival of Experimental Art, Bay 17,
Carriageworks from October 19th-22nd 2017 by Performance Space, Museum of Applied Arts
and Sciences, and Carriageworks, Sydney

Credits
Lead Artist
Agatha Gothe-Snape
Composer and Musical Director
Megan Alice Clune
The Rhetorical Chorus
Rainbow Chan, Eugene Choi, Adam Connelly, Alyx Denison, Sonya Holowell and Marcus
Whale
Sound Designer
Benjamin Carey
The Transmitter
Joan La Barbara
The Prologue
Brian Fuata
The Left Hand
Brooke Stamp
The Right Hand
Lizzie Thomson
Movement Consultant
Brooke Stamp
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Dramaturg
Sarah Rodigari
Set and Costume Consultant
Anna McMahon
Systems Consultant
Ella Barclay
Costume Designer
Anna Hubble
Research Assistant
Mitchel Cumming

Programme notes
The 2017 iteration of Rhetorical Chorus is a verbal, instructional score based around 5
notes (a, d, e, c, b) for 6 voices and electronics. These intervals were chosen for their spatial
proximity, which echoed the space between each fingertip of my right hand. Instead of
traditional notation, the music has been shaped from extensive recordings of improvisation
exercises and responses to the gestures of Lawrence Weiner. All sounds, including the noiselike, granular textures, are taken from these recordings as a way of both including the process
in the work and to explore the malleability of memory. The musical score mirrors the way we
each comprehend gesture uniquely by deliberately leaving room for the vocalist’s own
interpretation, and an integral part of this composition becomes the vocalists themselves. Each
with their own diverse practices, the work would be vastly different without each of their
contributions

-

for

which

I

am

so

very

grateful.

-Megan Alice Clune
Rhetorical Chorus takes as its starting point the inadvertent and unconscious output of
American artist Lawrence Weiner, known for his large-scale graphic text-based works and
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poetic gravitas. (THIS & THAT) PUT (HERE & THERE), OUT OF SITE OF POLARIS is
held in the permanent collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales and is a joint
acquisition of that institution and the Museum of Contemporary Art. The work often appears
installed in its original site: on a large, inaccessible wall above the escalators at the Art Gallery
of

New

South

Wales.

Weiner has been undeniably influential to me and his “conceptual” [I didn't name anything]
practice continues to have currency internationally. He is aware of this project. [IT SHALL
COME TO PASS.] I have imagined him as mythological. His place in a canon is so secure. In
a way this canonisation is dehumanising, as the space between artist and artwork merge—the
artist becoming an object of history, and in turn history conflates an artist with their output.

For this reason, I was confused when I coincidentally bumped into Weiner in 2009 at
LAX airport, during a period where I had been researching and compiling video footage of his
hand gestures. [And when those worlds collide it just makes a little bump.] For a moment, as
we spoke and I showed him the research I had been doing into his gesticulations, the sense of
hierarchy that I had inherited and so willingly accepted—centre/periphery, old/young,
male/female—dissolved [if there is no hierarchy there is no logic]. This was replaced by the
reality of physical, temporal and visceral proximity: hair, bones, skin, sweat, aeroplane smell.
[Not one on the top and one on the bottom.]
Much of my work has used strategies of appropriation of the Western art canon to try
and undo some of the assumptions we inherit, whether it be through recalling and writing
artists’ names, in Every Artist Remembered (2009-ongoing), remaking an Australian late
modernist sculpture, Late Sculpture (2013) or through re-imagining public monuments such as
Naissance Bronze by Arthur Sherman in Here, an Echo (2016). Rhetorical Chorus (2017)
collects and classifies the hand gestures and incidental utterances of Weiner and uses this
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lexicon

as

the

foundation

of

a

score

for

performance.

From these fragments of Weiner’s output I have created a somewhat absurd
proposition. It is possible to create an autonomous system that begins with Weiner’s
inadvertent output (the physical reality of his humanness). Through processes of our
embodiment we transmit and ultimately transform Weiner’s rhetorical delivery into new forms.
[We

cannot

understand

things

we

cannot

understand.]

Composer Megan Alice Clune has developed an instructional score for six voices
alongside an electronic drone composed of live vocal experiments responsive to Weiner’s
gestures. Choreographers Brooke Stamp and Lizzie Thomson have taken my drawn notations
of Weiner’s hand gestures as the premise of a physical and verbal score. Brian Fuata and Joan
La Barbara have allowed my poorly-transcribed script of Weiner’s half-formed utterances to
infiltrate their being, transmitting and ultimately transforming the logics embedded within his
language.
These agents have been placed within a field [All things are happening at the same time
in the same place.] They begin to inform and feed off each other producing new responses,
feelings

and

meanings.

[It

didn't

happen

by

accident.]

I wish to neither critique nor pay homage to Weiner, and yet I remain entranced by the
magnitude of his, and other canonical artists’ influence. [It’s not about telling, its about
showing.] At the same time, I seek to reconfigure its logic, and find a language that
acknowledges lineage while exploding its authority. [WATER FINDS ITS OWN LEVEL.]
I do not know what the work does yet, or even what questions or answers it may proffer.
[You only make art if you are not happy with the configuration of the world as it is presented
to you.] My joy comes from the sense we have found working together, the new language we
have discovered and that we now share, in the act of departing from an old one. [Gesture
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becomes

langua…]

-Agatha Gothe-Snape
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Production stills
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