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ABSTRACT

Live electroacoustic performance juxtaposes and superimposes two main
elements: the real, present and physical, against the simulated and
disembodied. In this sense, it is a liminal form which negotiates two different
worlds on stage. In this dissertation | will address some central aspects of
performance that have been reshaped and problematised by the use of the

electroacoustic medium in a live context.

| will investigate in particular three main dualities: the performer's body /
electroacoustic sound; physical space / electroacoustic space; and
performance / audience. | will also discuss a generalised duality common to
all three: presence / absence. Rather than regarding these dualities as
indicators of discontinuity, | will suggest that they can help develop a
continuum of connections and relationships between performance elements.

These connections can be designed as part of the composition process.

By investigating these dualities, this research addresses the main elements of
the live event. The central guiding principle here is that the live electroacoustic
mode is a performance discipline, and therefore requires a dramaturgical
approach that takes into consideration the elements of the live event:
performer, audience and use of space. | will suggest that such an approach
should guide the creative process, starting at the initial composition stages,

through rehearsal and the actual performance.



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

It all started with one simple question: why do | find electroacoustic
performance exciting? And then came another: why does some live
electroacoustic performance leave me cold, feeling bored and unable to
engage? | wanted to find a method of looking at this performance discipline in
its various guises not just for the sake of curiosity: as a composer and
performer in the field | wanted such a method to inform my work and aesthetic

choices. The main questions that | found could guide this search were:

* How is electroacoustic technology used in live performance?

* How can this technology be integrated into live performance and serve a
function that is essential and meaningful to its dramaturgy?

* What connections can be made between the live electroacoustic form and
performance practice in general? How can this form become essentially
performative and related to the live event?

* What approaches, used in my work and the work of other artists, are

successful? What makes them work?

This journey begins in 1998, which is when | decided to start making live
electroacoustic music. | was attending a concert of pieces by students from
the composition department at the Royal Conservatory in Holland where | was
studying. Composer Daniel Landau had written a piece for piano and

electroacoustic sound titled She is Looking (CD1 Track 1).

FLASHBACK:

On stage, the pianist plays a prepared grand piano, and already at the outset
we hear the sound of human breathing. The sound is louder than we expect
and clearly not coming from the pianist’s direction. Who is this? Is it supposed

to be the piano ‘preparing for action’? The breathing is heard at beginnings of



phrases and followed immediately by virtuosic, highly rhythmic passages
played by the pianist, as though an unknown, invisible entity is involved,
initiating and controlling the live playing. This disembodied breathing
presence, though probably played from a CD, is not a typical machine — it is
essentially human and expressed in the most human sound indicating life:

breathing in and out.

This uncanny feeling is extended further by manipulated piano sounds:
sounds that are stretched in time, growing in intensity rather than decaying;
chords that are 'initiated’ by the pianist but sustained much longer than
'naturally’ possible and manipulated further; phrases that are sped up,
reversed, looped obsessively with abrasive digital glitches rather than smooth
enveloping; a non-linear rapid cut-up of phrases, and a very soft eerie

repetition of the pianist's playing.

There is something visceral about these uncanny sounds: the source of
sounds, both on stage and in the studio, is the physicality of the pianist. The
physical character of the human/machine duo is created by the evident effort
exerted by the pianist who, with the assistance of a click track on headphones
she is wearing, is struggling against very strict timing, her body disciplined

and manipulated by the machine.

| can still remember the excitement | felt after the three and a half minutes of
this rollercoaster of a piece. What was it about that performance? | think it
was the fusion of highly physical performance with an uncanny, intriguing part
that was obviously not human but a redefinition, re-moulding and an
impossible extension of what was clearly human. This ambiguity works
against established expectations, redefining causalities and mobilising the
eeriness of the embodied- turned-disembodied. Technology served to extend
a human physicality, drawing on the presence on stage and emphasising it

rather than eliminating it.



But this is not always the case with live electroacoustic music. All too often,
several connections are severed: between the performer and the sounds we
hear, between the stage and the audience, and between the imagined and the
real. These connections are then not always re-established or given a context
or rationale that can allow an audience to form a coherent picture or
meaningful experience. In such cases we might ask ourselves: why are we
here? Why is there a performer on stage? What is the added value of the live
experience? | feel there is a problematic aspect in live electroacoustic
performance that very often is not addressed: it is not approached from a
performative perspective focusing on the live event in which it occurs. | will
examine how the relationships of performance are redefined in the context of
the electroacoustic medium, locating some problematic areas as well as the
potential of reshaping and exploiting the unique potentialities of live

electroacoustic performance.

A central concept that will serve as a lens through which | will be examining
live electroacoustic performance is the notion of a gap: certain rifts or
dissonances which are typical of this performance mode and have redefined
connections that are part of the more familiar live performance tradition.
Examples of obvious rifts are the lack of physical causality or the absence of
contextual frameworks that can connect disparate performance elements
such as bodies, sounds and spaces. Such rifts do not necessarily need to be
viewed in a negative light; rather, they open up opportunities for designing
and reshaping connections, thereby defying long-established expectations or
creating new ones. | will maintain that where some electroacoustic works fail

is in ignoring the gap as part of this performance mode.

THE SIMULATED AND THE REAL — GAPS AND CONTINUUMS

Central to the discussion of this gap is the negotiation of the 'real' and the
'simulated'. The difference between them is most evident in live performance
where there is a working of different sensory modalities, mainly sound and

vision. When there is a strong correlation between the modalities, it is easier

10



to perceive a performance as ‘live’, whereas an incongruity between the two
can weaken that impression. With the ubiquity of recorded and broadcast
media, it seems that we are more immune to such incongruities. Still, if we are
to speak of ‘live performance’ a dramaturgy needs to be developed in which
there is a rationale for the presence of the performer and audience. Why are
they both here? What makes this moment unique? What is its social

significance? How do we go beyond representation of the live?

The 'real’ consists of physical presences: the space, the props, the
instruments, the audience and most noticeably — the live performer. These
presences are potentially manifest in all sensory modalities: sight, sound, and
possibly touch, smell or even taste. The ‘simulated’ in our present case is
electroacoustic sound. Though also physically manifested through the
vibration of loudspeakers, air molecules and the listeners’ bodies, this
‘simulation’ works mainly in one modality: sound, with the other modalities
‘represented’ rather than physically present.’ Discrepancies between the

‘physical’ and ‘simulated’ make us question the connection between the 'real’
entities and the sounds we hear. And when the sound refers to other bodies,
images, locations, or an invisible cause of their existence, we can even talk of
a discrepancy between a physical 'real' on stage and a 'simulation' of a
complete other reality in the electroacoustic sound. An audience needs to
establish a conceptual connection between the two, and the composer or

performer can facilitate this in creative, unusual ways.

| will consider three main gaps that are central to live electroacoustic

performance and occur between three dualities:

1. The performer's body and electroacoustic sound

! For the sake of clarity, in the context of this thesis | use the term ‘simulation’ to indicate a perception
that is a representation of or a reference to a thing without truly being that thing. For instance, in Daniel
Landau’s piece, the sound of breathing is a simulation of human presence. The lack of connection to a
visible human agent (it is obviously not the sound of the pianist breathing) makes us realise that this is
only a simulation of human presence. A possible dramatic implication could be along the lines of ‘the
piano is breathing’ (a simulation of a hybrid being — human + piano).

11



2. Physical space and electroacoustic space

3. Performance and audience

| will show that in the negotiation of these gaps, we can consider the space
between the two sides of each duality as a continuum. Within this continuum
there is a range of possible connections, transformations and hybrid forms of
the two elements of the duality. The idea of the continuum is key to this
discussion, as it addresses the problem of the separation and disparity
between certain elements of performance and the various ways they can be
connected. In this sense, the duality serves to indicate two poles on a
continuum, rather than a fixed separation. | will be addressing the various

continuums in the context of the duality introduced in each chapter.

Useful to our discussion of the real and simulated is Baudrillard's notion of
simulation/simulacra. Baudrillard views the contemporary world as pure
simulation, stating that there is no ‘real’ as such and any exchange is via

simulacra.? Paul Hegarty (2004, p. 49) explains:

[Flor Baudrillard, there has never been any unmediated reality... [J]ust like
the ordinary real, it is never present, here. It has always gone missing. So,

instead of a true reality, we get various types of simulacra, which present

themselves as real.

Even if we do not accept the idea that we experience the world as total
simulation, we must acknowledge that a vast part of how we communicate is
mediated, represented and unreal. The rupture of the body from its direct
manifestation, indicating the breakdown of causality and the continuity of time
and space, all have to do with the fact that we are dealing with various
degrees of simulation and transferences from a possible ‘original’ to the copy

and its altered versions. Our experience of reality is a combination of the

ltis important to bear in mind that Baudrillard does not suggest the idea of simulation as a replacement
of the 'real'. As Rex Butler (1999, p. 47) points out, simulacra are actually crucial to the experience of
the real itself, as it is through them that we interact, communicate and perceive the world.

12



simulated and the real. Within such a combination, simulacra can be

manipulated and reshaped, thereby influencing the total perception.

Baudrillard lists the stages of simulacra as they proceeded through history,
and seems to indicate a gradual shift away from the representation of the
‘real’ (Baudrillard 1983, p. 11):

Whereas representation tries to absorb simulation by interpreting it as
false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of
representation as itself a simulacrum.

These would be the successive phases of the image:

1. ltis the reflection of a basic reality

It masks and perverts a basic reality

It masks the absence of a basic reality

P 0D

It bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure

simulacrum

| propose using the idea of various orders of simulacra as a tool for examining
the relationship between the physical 'real' category and the ‘simulated’
electroacoustic. In live electroacoustic performance we encounter all the
stages of simulacra with the sound functioning as either a reflection of the
physical reality on stage (acoustic, ‘live’ sound), a manipulation of it (diffusion,
sound processing), or, finally, a complete departure from it becoming a sound

world in its own right bearing no resemblance to a physical sound ‘origin’.

Auslander (1999/2008, p. 43) addresses the relationship between the ‘real’
and the representations of the ‘live’ that are represented through electronic

media (‘mediatised’):

Live performance... has become the means by which mediatized
representations are naturalized, according to a simple logic that appeals to
our nostalgia for what we assumed was the im-mediate: if the mediatized
image can be recreated in a live setting, it must have been "real" to begin
with. This schema resolves (or rather, fails to resolve) into an impossible

oscillation between the two poles of what once seemed a clear opposition:

13



whereas mediatized performance derives its authority from its reference to
the live or the real, the live now derives its authority from its reference to
the mediatized, which derives its authority from its reference to the live,

etc.

A confusion occurs, and distinguishing the live from its representations is
almost impossible. In electroacoustic performance ambiguities of the live and
the simulated can occur within the sound modality — when we cannot tell
whether a sound is produced by a live performer. Ambiguity can also occur in
the relationship between sound and other modalities — for instance, when it is

not possible to tell how a visible action on stage is truly connected to a sound.

There is an ongoing debate regarding performances in which technology is
used adding ‘mediatised’ elements or simulacra, as Dixon (2007, pp. 116-126)
points out. How ‘live’ is a performance in such a situation, and is this
important? While Auslander sees the integration of new technology in
performance as a historical stage in which the ‘mediatised’ becomes
dominant, infiltrating the live performance discipline, Pavis and Phelan see
technology as politically charged, representing a contaminating threat that
indicates socio-economic-technological domination threatening to marginalise
the live art form. In my current discussion | will not place my argument within
one side or the other, but rather integrate elements from both: accepting
‘mediatisation’ as part of contemporary performance practice, while looking at
possible social implications of electroacoustic performance as a discipline in
its own right. | will examine how the technological can be integrated within
performance in a way that is essentially l/ive in a shared space and time, with
a reciprocal engagement between audience and performer. In this sense, the
simulacra and absences are connected to the live presence of the performer,
and serve his/her dramaturgy. In this context, technology becomes a tool

within live performance rather than a ‘force’ that wipes out the live.

A central approach in the current thesis concerns the relationships and

connections between elements of performance. By discussing certain

14



dualities of real / simulated | illustrate characteristics that are specific to the
domain of live electroacoustic performance. Rather than presenting a
dichotomy, | suggest that we could consider the dualities as a fluid
continuum or negotiated hybrid form in which various possibilities of
connection exist. Seen in this light, a rich palette of combinations and
relationships is formed. Physical and electroacoustic space could become a
mixed perception of an ambiguous, ‘elastic’ space. New and unexpected
models of relationships between a performer and sound or between a
performance and its audience can be created. And finally — the ambiguous
nature of the combination of embodied and disembodied sound could have a

strong poetic, dramaturgic effect. All of these will be explored in depth.

FIELD OF RESEARCH

The main focus in this work will be on the live electroacoustic performance
form in which the performer and audience are co-present in space and time.
This includes all types of electroacoustic performance: interactive
environments and instruments, mixed pieces for live instruments and a fixed
soundtrack, live processing, live coding, multimedia works. | will discuss the
way in which uses of technology influence music performance not only in
sound creation but also interaction in the use of interfaces, networks, control
of robotic instruments and data diffusion. | will not be focusing on the
technology itself, as | do not believe that it dictates performance practice in a
determinist way. Rather, it is absorbed, adapted, subverted. Andrew
Feenberg proposes a world view according to which the way technology is

engaged with is more important than the technology itself*:

The lifeworld of technology is the medium within which the actors engage
with the computer. In this lifeworld, processes of interpretation are central.
Technical resources are not simply pregiven but acquire their meaning
through these processes. As computer networks developed,

communication functions were often introduced by users rather than

8 http://www-rohan.sdsu.edu/faculty/feenberg/ctt.htm
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treated as normal affordances of the medium by the originators of the

systems.

I will look at the way certain uses of technology have influenced the
relationships in performance (between musicians and the sounds they play;
performers and the space they perform in, and the performance and its

audience), as well as bringing about new ones.

Placing the discussion of live electroacoustic performance within a broader
frame of performance theory, | will occasionally discuss the context of ritual
and ancient performance modes which have informed theorists such as
Schechner and Pavis and enriched the language of the stage in contemporary

production practice.

Though the focus in this thesis is on live performance, | will also discuss
modes of engagement and ‘liveness’ in other art modes, some of which use
new technologies: (interactive) installations, network performance, games,
danceclubs as well as acousmatic-only works. Though not completely ‘live’,
these other forms are essentially performative as they form an exchange
between a creator and audience via a work at a dedicated place and time.
Also, certain aspects common to these other art forms and live
electroacoustic performance can demonstrate some pertinent points that are

relevant in the live situation.

I will be concentrating on works and approaches in which performative
aspects are central. This reflects my interest in theatricality, text and narrative
as part of electroacoustic performance, in my work and in the work of others.
This approach is also part of my view, expanded here in detail, that any
electrocoustic performance needs to take into account not just sound
composition, but the way it is presented to an audience in the context of the

live event — its dramaturgy.
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DRAMATURGY

With the actual performance event as the starting point, | will be focusing on
the dramaturgy of electroacoustic performance. 'Dramaturgy' has been used
broadly in the field of performance, and it would be useful to pinpoint the
sense in which | will be using the term in this thesis. Drawing on the
framework laid by Aristotle’s Poetics we can derive some main points of
emphasis: time, place, action as well as structure and inner workings of
drama and the perspective of the spectators.? Using a dramaturgy-focused
framework | will be looking at the relationships that occur at the moment a
work is performed: between the performer and the sounds, between the
audience and the performance, as well as the space of performance — both
physical and simulated. The choice to focus on a dramaturgical approach
reflects my personal interest in theatricality within my performance work, as
well as audience communication strategies and issues of presence, co-
presence and cultural context. In this context, | will be looking at different
aspects of live electroacoustic works: creation and performance as well as
perception and interpretation. | firmly believe that sound composition does not
need to be separate from the composition of the interaction and the live
situation and trust that such an approach can inform both the analysis of live

performance and the creative/compositional stages.

As well as focusing on several relationships within the live performance event,
| will also examine another aspect of dramaturgy: poetics and affect. Drawing
on the general theme of embodiment and disembodiment discussed
throughout Chapters 2-4, in Chapter 5 | look at how this juxtaposition can
evoke certain poetic meanings and perceptions. | will use the terms 'presence’
to indicate manifest physical entities in performance such as the performer's
body or physical space, and 'absence' to indicate entities that are not fully
physically manifested such as sounds that indicate an invisible source, or a

concept guiding performance such as a deity or ritual. It is through the

* From Schroeder 2009, which also provides a useful overview of dramaturgy, as well as its potential
use in designing network performance.
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relationship between the two, of ambiguity, dissonance, or unexplained
connections, that poetic affect can arise. | will discuss two such affects that
are widely used in critical studies and are applied to art and literature: the
uncanny, which is a strangeness that arises from a combination of the familiar
and the unfamiliar, and the sublime, which marks the limits of our
understanding and indicates a way of imagining or sensing what lies beyond

those limits.

STRUCTURE OF THE PRESENT WORK
In each of the chapters in this work | will discuss a different duality at play in

the course of live performance, covering different parameters of performance.

Chapter 2 is a discussion of the first and most obvious duality — the
relationship between the performing human body and electroacoustic
sound. | will first look at some relevant themes that have been used in
performance, ritual and music, focusing on risk, cruelty and empathetic
processes of identification. | will then discuss how technologies have been
influential in altering our perceptions of the body, creating extensions,
projected selves and machine/human hybrids. Focusing on the
electroacoustic case, | will examine different approaches to the
human/machine connection: instrument/interface design, anti-effort
aesthetics, incorporation of technologies into a ‘hosting’ human body, sound
connections and hidden integration of technology into a performance. | will
discuss the work of artists such as Stelarc, Kraftwerk, Laurie Anderson,
Michel van der Aa, George Lewis, Andrew Schloss, Kaffe Matthews as well as
writings by Gillespie, Evens and Futurists Pratella and Marinetti. | will also
suggest the term ‘friction’ as a metaphor for physical engagement and
exertion in performance. Such ‘friction’ is a way of establishing an evident link

between the performer and the sound-producing technology.

In Chapter 3 | focus on the duality between the physical space of the

performance and the virtual electroacoustic space. | will discuss
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performance space from three different angles (inspired by Lefebvre): social,
‘objective’-physical and poetic. Relevant here is the work of Xenakis,
Christopher Small’s discussion of the space as social construct in the context
of the symphony concert, Bachelard’s poetic spaces, and Peter Brook’s and
Patrice Pavis’s ideas regarding theatre spaces. | will then focus on the duality
of physical and electroacoustic spaces, drawing on Denis Smalley’s
discussion of ‘space-form’ in the context of acousmatic works and extending it
to include live electroacoustic performance. | will be looking at points of
intersection between electroacoustic and physical spaces: diffusion systems,
the performer, localisation, formal structures, context and extra-musical
aspects, and the ambiguity of the real and the represented in the 'perfect
copy'. Both the physical and the electroacoustic space types can act
dynamically — through movement (or its representation) or the transformation
of spatial identities. | will demonstrate this in the context of the works of John
Cage, Huba de Graaff, Bill Fontana and Marcos Novak. | will end this chapter
by discussing another expressive use of space: relative spatial position

manifested in proximity, orientation, territoriality and movement.

The relationship between the performance and the audience is the focus
of Chapter 4. | will examine the way recent technologies have been used to
affect modes of dissemination, performance materials and interactivity. | will
then look at different types of performance, discussing aspects such as:
interpretation, participation and community. Some forms which could be
considered performative, such as online performance or games, redefine the
role of performer and audience, blurring the boundary between the two and
challenging the actual definition of ‘performance’. Relevant to this discussion
are the participatory works of Janet Cardiff, Christina Kubisch, Max Neuhaus,
and Achim Wollscheid; the adoption of the game model as a structuring
principle in the work of Cristyn Magnus; the interactive disco club devised by
Ulyate and Bianciardi; and networked performance works such as Pedro
Rebelo’s Netrooms. | will also refer to the writings of Lev Manovich on new

media, Kaprow and Schechner’s discussion of the Happening and

19



participatory performances and events, Eskelinen & Tronstad’s discussion of
the relationship between Happenings and gaming and the discussions by

Manuel Castell and Rene Lysloff of networked community.

As | have indicated, in Chapter 5 | depart from the discussion of specific
dualities and look at poetic meaning and affect arising from the gap between
the physical ('real') and the non-physical (represented, simulated) in a more
generalised sense, referring to the two categories as ‘presence’ and
‘absence’. | will focus on poetic meanings of this dissonance such as the
uncanny and the sublime (as discussed by Nicholas Royle and Philip Shaw
respectively), and distinguish between several types of ‘absence’: evoked
absentees, partial absences, doubles, processes in which the familiar leads to
the unfamiliar and representation of the ‘absent’ sublime in the sound medium
itself. | will refer to Peter Brook’s ‘holy theatre’, Chion’s ‘acousmétre’ and
phantoms in cinema, Stan Link’s discussion of silence in music and Katharine
Norman’s notion of sound as a metaphor for immeasurable space. | will show
how ‘absences’ have been created and used expressively in the works of
David Lynch, Morton Feldman, Charles Dodge, Bob Ostertag, Steve Reich,

John Cage, George Crumb, Marko Ciciliani and Hiromi Ishii.

Salter (2010) and Dixon (2007) have proven to be very valuable overviews of
technology in performance — in the 20" and 21 century in the case of the
former and the past two decades in the latter. | refer to both throughout the

thesis.

This work contributes to a parallel journey | have taken both in practice and in
theory. It is a discussion of issues that are of special importance to me, and
which | hope will continue to inform my musical work. This thesis is also the
result of a series of compositions and performance situations in which | have
explored these ideas. This is reflected in the way | structured the thesis: each
of the main chapters is concluded with a brief overview of the main ideas

explored, followed by a discussion of one of my compositions in which these
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ideas are put into practice.’ As a way of concluding the entire thesis and
reviewing its main themes, | will discuss the most recent work included in my

composition portfolio.

To demonstrate the practical application of the ideas in this thesis, | will be
referring to my own work (included in the portfolio, or other) as well as work by
other artists. Audio excerpts of some of these works are included in the sound

example CD.

The title of this work is a nod to Artaud’s The Theatre and Its Double, a
collection of writings originally published in 1938 that reflects his main ideas
for a theatre that would shatter existing conventions, working with a totality of
media — movement, light, costumes as well as sound played on musical
instruments that ‘need to act deeply and directly on our sensibility through the
senses’, sounds that ‘invite research into utterly unusual sound properties and
vibrations’ including ‘unbearably piercing sound or noise’ (Artaud 1964, pp.
73-74). | believe that by adopting a dramaturgical approach we can, and need
to, create live electroacoustic performance which is such a theatre of all the
senses. After all, musical performance is not just about sound: it is
transmodal. We interpret performance through our experience of the world,
which is never confined to one sense. Performance is also a social event, and

we are aware of other human presences and the space we share with them.

The ‘double’ in the title of Artaud’s book might refer to the ‘shadows’ that he

mentions in the preface®:

Every real effigy has a shadow which is its double... the true theater has
its shadows too, and of all languages and all arts, the theater is the only
one left whose shadows have shattered their limitations. From the

beginning, one might say its shadows did not tolerate limitations... [T]he

® The compositions in my portfolio were inspired by the concepts discussed in this thesis, and also, in
turn, provided new insights and informed further development of these concepts.

6 http://artsci.wustl.edu/~marton/Artaud.html — from Grove Press 1958 edition, trans. Mary Caroline
Richards
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true theater, because it moves and makes use of living instruments,
continues to stir up shadows where life has never ceased to grope its way.
The actor does not make the same gesture twice, but he makes gestures,
he moves; and although he brutalizes forms, nevertheless behind them
and through their destruction he rejoins that which outlives forms and

produces their continuation.

Artaud points out the power of the live event that is unique and never
repeated in the same way. It is dynamic and fluid, and defeats the fixity of
form. He speaks of ‘shadows’ that enable theatre to break limitations. Could
the electroacoustic ‘shadows’ or simulacra enable us to break traditional
limitations of performance and experience intriguing unknowns? | hope this

thesis is a step in exploring this fascinating shadowland of doubles.
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CHAPTER 2
PERFORMING BODY / ELECTROACOUSTIC SOUND

The most evident duality in electroacoustic performance is between the
physical presence of the human performer and the sound. Electronics in
performance can blur the link between the body of the performer and the
sounds we hear, thereby diminishing presence through one of its main
performed signs: agency/causality. In a concert, where music-making is the
focus of the event, we expect body and sound to be a reflection of one and
the same thing. The sound is an ‘utterance’ of the musician's body — a direct
result of physical action, and virtuosity. In the more familiar case of acoustic
instrument players and vocalists there is an unmistakable connection to the
sounds produced: there is no delegation of functions to a machine
automatically making decisions or to an electronic/electric device producing
the sound vibrations. Using an acoustic instrument does indeed rely on other
machinery — resonating bodies, strings, levers and tubes — yet the performer
is the cause of the sounds we hear, controlling timing, pitch, volume and

timbre.

In electroacoustic music, some rifts occur. Simon Emmerson (1994, pp. 95-

101) points to three dislocations of the acousmatic:

1. Dislocation in time through recording
2. Dislocation in space via telecommunications and recordin
3. Dislocation of mechanical causality via electronic synthesis,

recording and telecommunications

The connection between the performer and the sound is broken both in the
aspect of co-presence in time and space, and in direct causality. Emmerson
suggests an approach in which the performance capabilities of the human

body are extended, rather than subsumed, in two respects:
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1. Extending sound production via apparent formal and material causes

2. Extending human control functions via the apparent efficient cause

This modelling of the apparent — in which the impression of causality, either
actual or ‘fake’ — implies an approach which takes the performer’s actions as
well as the audience’s impression of them into account, and in a sense
suggests a dramaturgy of the connection between the human body and the
sound. | will address a range of very different approaches towards the design
of dramaturgies of engagement between body and sound in section 2.3. First,
however, | will look at meanings embedded within the notion of the body and

the way technologies have influenced them.
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2.1 EMBODIED MEANINGS

The body is at the core of social activity. Through our bodies we experience
the world, interpret it, and interact with each other. Some aspects of our
social, cultural and personal lives rely mainly on the experience of the body:
birth, death, pleasure, risk-taking. Our perception of the body is used as a
regulating concept in society: with governing powers offering shelter and
protection or punishment via confinement or pain. Performance incorporates
these personal and social resonances, making use of a premise that is known

to anyone human as a common language embedded in one’s body.

Many bodies are present or represented in live performance: the bodies of the
performers or the audience, and references to absent or imaginary bodies.
Pavis (1996, p. 59) refers to the ‘indices of presence’ in theatre: ‘The actor’s
task, which is not strictly speaking a ‘task’ as such, is to be present, located
here and now for an audience, a human being presented ‘live’ and without
any intermediaries.” We usually expect the performer’s body to act as the
cause of the main apparent actions and distinguish these actions from the
other activities in the space via social convention or status and the clear
location of the stage — a defined territory. A performer is also usually singled

out for virtuosity, expertise or charisma.

Through actions that manifest the physical presence, the performer enables
us, as an audience, to interpret and comprehend the event through the
experience of our own bodies. This empathetic process creates an underlying
premise for communication, enabling an audience to detect the performer’s
signs of pain, effort and pleasure in facial expression or movements, as well
as in body sounds such as breathing or vocalisation. We might feel
uncomfortable when we hear a hoarse, forced voice, experiencing some
strain in our own throat. In order for this empathetic process to occur in
performance the body needs to be central, significant and visible. In the
theatrical tradition, an actor learns how to reproduce and possibly simulate

these known traces and signs of the body.
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RISK, SACRIFICE, CRUELTY

Performance is essentially a situation that is separate from everyday life, and
an opportunity for a community or individual to reflect on their daily routine
and challenge it. There is a wide range of themes that can be addressed via
the performing body: pain, death, pleasure, survival, gender, eroticism.” | will
discuss one such theme, cruelty, in depth, and demonstrate how this works in

performance in general as well as the live electroacoustic case.

Our fascination with risk is often reflected in the performance situation. L. B.
Meyer (in Juslin & Sloboda 2001, pp. 351-3) draws attention to the ambiguity
we have towards uncertainty in performance: usually, we try to fight
uncertainty in our everyday routine, but on the other hand we do cultivate it in
the arts and other ‘playful’ activities. He ascribes this difference in approaches
to a ‘positive belief in the competence, integrity, and creativity of the artist
and, above all, in the significance of the works of art.” It appears that the
performing artist has the special status of a select representative, creating
empathy in an audience who trusts the performer’s special powers.
Sometimes such risk-taking can go much further: performance artists in
whose work the body is central (such as Vito Acconci, Marina Abramovic and
Stelarc) induce real liminal situations in which they challenge their body by
putting it through painful and extreme states. The artist goes beyond the
experience familiar to the spectator, driving the empathetic process beyond

certain limits, to pain unknown.®

In a way, the performing artist acts as a representative ‘sacrifice’. Sacrifice, be
it an inanimate object, an animal, a human being, or reflected in an
irrevocable act inflicted on the body, is the representation of a process that

the participants of a ritual all go through. Bataille (1998, p. 68) stresses the

" An interesting discussion of the erotic in musical performance is Rebelo (2006) — in which Bataille’s

notion of eroticism and transgression is applied to the relationship between performer and instrument.
& An extreme example of this is Stelarc’s work from the late 1970s in which the artist was suspended

over streets of big cities by means of meat hooks inserted into his flesh.
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importance of sacrifice for the continuity of a society, by offering a situation

which is an outlet for controlled violence:

Sacrifice is heat, in which the intimacy of those who make up the system
of common works is rediscovered. Violence is its principle, but the works
limit it in time and space; it is subordinated to the concern for uniting and
preserving the commonality. The individuals break loose, but a breaking-
loose that melts them and blends them indiscriminately with their fellow
beings helps to connect them together in the operations of secular time...
the community is saved from ruination. The victim is given over to

violence.

We actually witness a form of sacrifice in performance as well. A performer
has a feat to accomplish: standing with a lion in the circus ring, remembering
his or her lines, playing the musical score accurately. The body’s limitations of
strength, agility and memory are contested, and the audience is there to
watch the act, to monitor its authenticity and its ‘liveness’. The end of the story
is unknown: we are aware of what is supposed to happen. But will it really
happen this time round? There is always the chance of a fatal mistake,
resulting in injury or shame. Sacrifice has an aspect of irrevocability that
indicates its singularity as a live event. Actions cannot be taken back: the
performer could make a mistake which cannot be corrected, or conversely
give the performance of a lifetime, never to be repeated in the exact same
way. There is a certain cruelty in performance. It is part of the framework of
the live event, embedded in the tacit rules guiding it. In musical performance
‘cruelty’ can be found in the tension of the performer confronted with a piece
of music or a live audience. The nerves, the agonising pre-performance
tension, the uncertainty, the imminent assessing gaze of the audience — all of
these lend the situation an ominous touch. But the show will go on and the
performer will go through with the actions to varying degrees of success. The
performer needs to develop self-discipline of mind and body in order to
proceed in an unrelenting fashion. Other ‘sacrificial’ strategies can be more

deliberate in situations such as the extremely-loud rock concert. Electric
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guitarist Marc Ribot (2000, p. 233) speculates: ‘When acoustic pain occurs in
the theater of rock...the pain of the audience is compensated for by their
pleasure at the spectacle of the sacrifice of musicians, who, since they are
standing closer to the amps, are theoretically experiencing even greater and
more destructive pain.’ A risk is taken by the guitar player and becomes part

of the dramaturgy.

Artaud discusses another aspect of transgression and cruelty in performance
in his ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ (1964 originally 1938, pp. 79-80). In the word
cruelty, he indicates a mental force that drives the performance onwards. It is

a sense of inevitability and determination to carry on:

In fact, cruelty is not synonymous with bloodshed, martyred flesh or
crucified enemies. Associating cruelty and torture is only one minor aspect
of the problem. Practising cruelty involves a higher determination of which
the executor-tormentor is also subject, and which he must be resolved to
endure when the time comes. Above all, cruelty is very lucid, a kind of

strict control and submission to necessity.

‘Cruelty’ here suggests relentless and disciplined mental stamina which the

performer needs to apply to the body to carry out the actions.

Artaud’s idea of cruelty and violence influenced generations of theatre makers
as well as performers in other disciplines. Douglas Kahn recounts David
Tudor’s initial struggle with Boulez’s Second Piano Sonata, finally resolved by
reading Artaud’s The Theatre and Its Double (Kahn 1999, pp. 327-8). Tudor
was influenced by the latter’s discussion of hypnosis, overflooding of the
senses, as well as ‘affective athleticism’. These ideas gave Tudor the
inspiration to experience the moment, approaching the piece through its
physicality, and finding within himself a certain violent force to go through with

the performance of an extremely demanding piece.
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Composer Gilius van Bergeijk took the concept of cruelty in music
performance to an extreme in his Piano Installation (1967), potentially turning
it into a commentary on musical concert practices. In this piece, the pianist’s
wrists are attached to weights hanging on a pulley. The pianist must attempt
to play an intricate piano piece while struggling with the pull of the weights.
There is an ‘inevitable’ force, a given within the piece, acting against the body
of the performer, and causing him/her to ‘fail’. This is not merely a situation in
which the performer shows endurance; the situation is dictated and devised
(by the composer? Or is this a symbol of self-discipline?). Driving this ‘cruelty’
to the domain of the absurd lends the piece its ironic twist and causes the
spectator to reflect on cruelty that is a part of the virtuosic performance

tradition.

In Brian Ferneyhough’s piece Time and Motion Study Il (1976), a cellist is
required to play a highly complex notated part that is amplified and processed
electronically. The cellist’s playing is amplified by four microphones: two
contact microphones on the body of the cello, one air microphone in front of
the cello, and one attached to the player’s throat. The sound of the contact
microphones goes into tape loops controlled by two technicians. The sounds
of both the air and throat microphones are combined through ring modulation.
The cellist needs to be initially ‘plugged in’ to the system by the two
technicians, and after the piece is finished they switch the equipment off.
Cruelty, as manifested through a system of control and physical constraints
dictated by the score and the technology, is an integral part of the piece.
Unsurprisingly, the piece was originally subtitled ‘Electric Chair Music’. Even
the very originator of the Theatre of Cruelty is present within the piece: as
Martin Iddon demonstrates (2006, pp. 93-105), the vocalisations of the cellist

in the piece are based on a text by Artaud! ®

® Details about this piece are all from lddon (2006)
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In these examples we have seen how the body is integrated in a very
apparent way within the dramaturgy of electroacoustic performance, drawing
on empathetic processes, and the meanings we associate with the social and
personal experience of the body (in this case, cruelty). The body shapes the
communication between performer and audience. But when technology
enters, this communication is altered. Technology can emphasise the body’s
fragile fleshiness, as in the case of Ferneyhough’s piece; it can simulate it, or
sometimes completely erase it. In the following sections | will look at the effect
technology has had on the way we perceive performing bodies, and how this

has been addressed in the case of live electroacoustic performance.
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2.2 THE TECHNOLOGISED BODY

The use of technology in performance is not necessarily recent or new —
lights, sets and acoustic design have had a supporting role in performance for
centuries, if not millennia. In current performance practice, with the use of
digital technology in particular, sound and video media can produce
simulations of human presence and performing bodies — in movement,
gesture, and body-related sound. In live performance the presence of the
human body together with its simulacra form a new relationship, a hybrid
combination on stage. The simulacrum can act as a significant additional,
independent presence with which the live performer interacts. In other cases
there can be a relationship of extension in which technology takes on a
secondary role, a tool at the disposal of the performer. In some extreme
cases, there is a process of absorption in which the human body serves as a
container, a host for the technology, the ‘machine’. Sometimes the machine is
allowed to take over the performance altogether. One can work with these
simulacra — either encouraging the impression of a relationship between the
simulation and the real, or else working with ambiguity and the possibility of

extending and transforming identities.

The experience of a ‘mediatised’ body is a part of everyday life. We call each
other on mobile phones making our voices available any time anywhere; we
can type our thoughts into computers and publish them for all to see as blogs;
we can play interactive games on consoles that register our movements, and
watch TV where the simulated presence of other bodies is seen performing in
another time or space. As | mentioned in Chapter 1, Baudrillard views the
contemporary world as pure simulation, stating that there is no ‘real’ as such

and any exchange is via simulacra.
This view is pertinent to modes of performance that replace certain embodied

aspects. This includes electroacoustic performance where ‘real’ bodies are

juxtaposed with sounds that are not always connected to a physical agency.
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Technology has been described as an extension of the human body by
psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud and culture theorist Marshall McLuhan.
Technology can potentially extend human motor and sensory abilities, if not
redefine them completely. We view miniscule details through microscopes,
converse with people far away through telephones thereby projecting our
voice across a vast distance, and form a shared corpus of knowledge on the
internet (the value and quality of which can vary, of course). However, this is
not always an easy relationship. According to Freud (quoted in Pavis 1996, p.
46), ‘man has become a god by means of artificial limbs’ but ‘they do not grow
on him and they still give him trouble at times.” McLuhan (1964, p. 46)
mentions a process of ‘autoamputation’ that occurs when there is an irritant, a
stimulus that the body cannot locate or resolve, with the extensions of
technology acting as a counter-irritant — for instance, the wheel replacing the

legs in a society of accelerated exchange and increased burdens.

Technology also provides us with an ever-upgraded projected ‘self’. In
gaming environments or online environments such as Second Life, a user’s
on-screen representation (avatar) ‘performs’ the actions on screen. Whereas
older generations of gaming systems demand arduous tasks from the
animated avatar (playing football, running through mazes and castles)
controlled by the passive human user sitting on a couch twiddling buttons and
joysticks, newer gaming systems (such as Wii) incorporate the real body of
the player into the game: the user needs to move and perform arduous
physical tasks in order for the avatar to proceed accordingly. That said, the
idea of projected bodies is not that new, especially within the area of
performance and play: puppetry uses a simulated body and requires a leap of
faith on the spectator’s (or player’s) part to synthesise movement, vocal

sounds and character into one entity.
But other than projected selves, it seems that such simulated, networked

realities are redefining the actual perception of our own body. As Shilling

(2005, pp. 4-5) points out, technology has brought about the notion of the

32



‘uncertain body’. Disembodiment as well as man/machine hybrids are just one
aspect of this ‘uncertainty’. Shilling indicates an opposing trend, represented
by those who are ‘unhappy with attempts to erase the facticity of the
embodied subject’ and claim that even though the body is more malleable, the
main change is in the way we feel about the body rather than the actual

physicality of the body.

Barbara Becker (2003) points to an even more extreme shift, in which the
actual notion of self is undermined. Referring to the work of Derrick de
Kerckhove, she states that ‘the new skin of the technologically transformed
material body shows a universality without borders, which no longer binds the
individual to a certain place and no longer makes his touch dependent on
concrete contacts with other people.” With the possibility of borderless
interaction, Becker suggests that the physical self is established through a
constant process of negotiation. In a potentially ‘borderless’ world, she
explains, ‘the removal of borders should not be thought of as total, but is
always accompanied by self-constituting acts which themselves set borders
and which differentiate between themselves and the others.’ In a sense, the
body, as it is discussed by Becker, becomes part of a larger, networked

organism, in which the self is defined by action rather than physically.

These perceptions of the body have implications for performance and the way
it is experienced both socially and individually. Walter Benjamin, in The Work
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (see 1970, pp. 211-244, first
published 1936) speaks of the way a film actor performs in front of a camera,
thus making indirect contact with the audience. The actor’s presence is
‘viewed’ by the camera, which determines the angle of the close-up. Through
a process of editing, the time aspect as well as the audience’s gaze is shifted
and the actor ‘lacks the opportunity of the stage actor to adjust to the
audience during his performance, since he does not present his performance

to the audience in person.’ (ibid., p. 222). Benjamin indicates a distancing

'® This notion is highly relevant for network performance, as we shall see in Chapter 4.
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effect of technology. This can apply to mediatised performance, be it via
recorded media such as film, or the use of media such as film, recording, or
cameras and microphones in a live context. Such distancing can limit
performance flexibility and mutual response. The role of performance as a
social, communal event is diminished. But does this necessarily imply a
complete disappearance of the live human performer? After all, there is
always a human presence in some form. There is an audience experiencing
the performance even when there is no live performer around, such as
installation or film. However, there are obstacles to the live experience.
Through amplification of the performance, the audience’s voice can be
silenced. Through distance and lighting, the performer is blinded and cannot
interact directly with a visible audience. And through the use of media such as
TV where we do not speak back or respond we adopt a silent passive stance
as a habit. Auslander (1999/2008, p. 25) talks about the mediatised modes of
viewing as part of live events such as sports and rock performances. Even
though there is co-presence, the audience often watches the performer on a
huge video screen, while the performer does not see the last rows of the
audience area. Indeed, technology is not always necessary for such unilateral
performance. A player in a symphony orchestra does not necessarily respond
to the passive audience at a classical concert. However, one can assume that
the possibility of interaction is there, and that the mood in the hall is in some

sense felt by those present.

But not only the nature of performance has changed: audience habits and
expectations have gone through considerable transformation as well. As a
result of increasing familiarity with the medium, it seems audiences are well
equipped for synthesising the actions of a live performer with his/her various
representations and simulations. Having been initiated into the world of
zapping, fast edit cuts and multiple angles of vision, we are immune to some
discrepancies in space and time. Auslander (ibid.) takes this a step further
and states that we actually expect to see the language of media in live

performance: ‘The rhetoric of mediatisation embedded in such devices as the
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instant replay, the “simulcast,” and the close-up, at one time understood to be
secondary elaborations of what was originally a live event, are now
constitutive of the live event itself.” Non-linear time in which actions can be
chopped up, re-edited and re-assembled has replaced linear time, and the

representation of the body has become fragmented.

Where does this leave the body? Baudrillard (1994, p. 93-99) describes
current reality as a world in which the body has disappeared, replaced by
DNA and cloning. The technology has entered the flesh proper and could
potentially subsume it. The body is perceived as a code, a product of
chemistry, and might eventually be incorporated into machinery, making the
body itself redundant. However, even with new media and transposed
experiences of time and space, we still experience life via our body — the most
basic tool for interpreting and understanding performance. In the very rooms
where we sit, flying through virtual skies on the computer screen, gravity is
still at work, a cup falls to the floor and smashes, and food is consumed with
all its tastes and smells. We still experience pain and pleasure. And it is with
our eyes that we can watch TV, and with our ears that we listen to music on
our iPods. The body is our point of reference, and at the basis of the language

we speak.

For the purpose of the following discussion | will be looking at ways that the
body can be incorporated and presented in live electroacoustic performance.

Different roles and scenarios are possible in technologised performance:

* The body might still be the main presence in performance, using the
technology as a tool or an instrument.

* The body can be represented as a hybrid where the distinction
between the real and the simulated is blurred.

* The body can be extended, playing host to the machine, with seamless
continuity or containment between the original body and its

‘prosthetics’.
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* A dialogue between human and machine could also be at the core of a

performance.

Whatever form the human performer’s role takes, bodily presence is essential,

and remains a central part of the live experience.
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2.3 THE BODY IN ELECTROACOUSTIC PERFORMANCE

Bringing electronic technology onto the musical stage has changed the role of
the live performer. The body is no longer the direct cause of sound vibrations
— a task relegated to the loudspeakers, and effort seems to almost disappear
from the equation. Unless it is built into an interface or the performance
scenario, the only aspect left from the instrumental music tradition is cognitive
effort — the concentration on control. In this sense, the player of live
electronics is at a remove from the sound, acting as an observer, a supervisor
of a process or a technician operating the machinery. But does this always

need to be the case?

2.3.1 DISLOCATIONS

A live audience negotiates the visible and audible." In a musical context, the
visible performed action is usually expected to correspond to a sounding
result, but when this traditional relationship is severed, there is a gap that the
audience needs to interpret and resolve. This is a specific issue for live
electroacoustic performance, as the performer is usually visibly present, and
some connection with what is heard, be it causality, expansion, similarity,
dialogue or context is then sought by the spectator. This correlation is not
always easily found. As previously mentioned Emmerson (1994, pp. 95-101)
points to three acousmatic dislocations that are relevant: location, causality
and time. To this we can add the category of timbral transformation which

can have a further complicating effect.

Location

A separation of performance and sound in space brings about a sense of
disengagement. The physical relationship between the player and the sound
is altered and the performance action changes. Theberge (1997, p.168)

notes:

" The sensations that involve more direct or close contact such as touch, smell or taste are only rarely
part of a performance. However, some performances, especially within the ‘performance art’ discipline
do make use of this, but are beyond the scope of this discussion
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When drummers... approach digital drum machines for the first time, it is
not primarily an unfamiliarity with the functioning of the device that is the
source of a certain discomfort; it is, in part, the apparent loss of that entire
“field” of physical/spatial/aural potential, so intimately tied to their sense of

musical style and purpose, that is perhaps most disquieting.

It seems the spatial remove, even on an intimate, small scale level, has a
huge impact on the player. However, Theberge is comparing the acoustic and
the electroacoustic, rather than addressing the electronic instrument as it is.
Nevertheless, an electronic instrument lacks the feel of mechanical causality
and direct physical connection in the space, making playing a different, maybe
less ‘intimate’, experience for the performer. Spatial discontinuity also makes
the connection between the performer and the sound less easy for an
audience to establish. It might be easier to grasp the connection when sound
and image are familiar — as in the case of a rock concert featuring guitars,
drums and vocals sounding from a PA. But it might be less easy to interpret
connections between performed action and sound in the case of
electroacoustic performance practice where a much more diverse and
unfamiliar sound palette is encountered and new, sometimes hidden and

elaborate, instruments are used.

When acoustic instruments are included in live electroacoustic performance,
some non-amplified untransformed sound is projected from the performer’s
location, but most of the sound is mediated, and comes out of loudspeakers
placed at various locations throughout the space. In the case of an electronic,
non-sounding control interface, the sound is completely separated from the
source of human action. Some electronic instruments (such as an industry
standard synthesizer k