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Incorporating the visual performance layer

My work is concerned with developing strategies to exploit the movement qualities of performance.
Historical examples of this type of work include Stockhausen’s Harlekin (1975) for dancing clarinet so-
loist and Kagel’s theatrical Match (1964) where a percussionist referees a competition between two cel-
lists. Of course, there is a pre-existing visual layer in live performance and I am particularly interested
in how the visual elements of performance can affect the meaning of aurally-received musical material.
At its simplest level: too little movement can give the impression of a performance that is lacking in
expression; too much heavy breathing or swaying about can prove distracting. My work seeks to attain
a balance between visual and aural materials such that one complements the other in order to create a
synthesised performance line. Concerto (2009) is by no means my first exploration into these concerns
so [ will first briefly discuss two earlier works that formed particularly key stages in the development of
these thoughts.
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Figure 1: Piece for twelve clarinets with

In Bridges (2008) I explored the possibilities of
several movements
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creating musical material for string orchestra that
would naturally generate the maximum of perfor-
mance movements. The piece is structured as four
variations and a final theme with each variation
exploring a different string playing technique:
playing on the wooden body of the instrument,
pizzicato, down-bows and up-bows in turn. Fig-
ure 3 shows an excerpt from the pizzicato move-
ment at which point the players are all asked to
maintain a fortississimo dynamic while playing
quadruple-stopped chords and glissandi. A maxi-
mal physical gesture is demanded in order to at-
tain the required dynamic and duration.

With Concerto (2010)' I wanted the soloist’s musi-
cal and movement material to exist as one layer
rather than two simultaneously occurring lines
of activity. In order to avoid it seeming cartoon-
ish and to permit as great a level of difficulty in

1 A video performance of Concerto is available on Youtube,
and can be viewed at the following URL:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_-KLtHzhyQ
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Figure 3: Bridges for string orchestra, “Variation
»
II, part 3”.
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both the musical and movement elements I cre-
ated different types of material: theatrical gesture,
naturally-occurring performance movements,
movement concurrent with music and movement
as response to music.

Everyone in the ensemble is required to act at
various points and make theatrical gestures be it
the horn player and pianist shaking their heads or
shrugging their shoulders (bars 83-84) in response
to the soloist’s pleas for help, the quartet standing
up and looking at the soloist with concern (bar
129) or the soloist raising her hand to take control
and quiet the quartet at bar 160.

In the passage from 161-167 I played with the idea
of naturally-occurring performance movements.
The quartet is playing in unison and they are asked
to rise up on a glissando up-bow, sit with a down-
bow chord and then re-take the bow for a further
down-bow chord with accompanying foot stamp.
These are all natural movements observed in my
studies of various chamber musicians in perfor-
mance. | wanted to have the quartet engage with
the choreography here in order to express the idea
that they were finally ‘singing from the same hymn
sheet’ as the soloist and no longer working against
them.

In the sequence where the soloist travels along the
back wall of the stage (bars 70-75) the musical ma-
terial is exactly concurrent with the choreographic
material: each musical gesture is coupled with a
physical gesture reflective of the character of the
music such that the one enhances the meaning of
the other. In the passage from 95-106 each musi-
cal gesture is again coupled with a physical one
but now the movement also continues between
the gestures to better express an increasingly fran-
tic emotional state.

At bar 86 however the movement is delayed and
occurs as a response to the musical material. The
soloist responds to a sudden brief increase in dy-
namic from the ensemble with a musical ‘shriek’
but only turns away to hide once the musical ma-
terial has been completed. This serves to enhance
the overall meaning implied by my narrative
through acknowledging the role of choice in deal-
ing with difficult situations: we may be shocked
or surprised at an occurrence but nevertheless we


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_-KLtHzhyQ

do actively choose how to proceed. I am therefore
employing music and gesture to enhance a pos-
sible interpretation of the narrative.

These are just a few examples of how I've tried to
incorporate the visual performance layer to cre-
ate a musical theatre and dance work with a solo
line combining aural and visual material. Howard
Skempton was particularly encouraging about the
ideas I was exploring in the work and he also sug-
gested that I might create a choreographed solo
work for violin. Everything I write is influenced
by movement in some way so it was particularly
pleasing to hear that where I pushed my move-
ment ideas to what felt like an extreme extent that
the result was musical material that worked bet-
ter. I am inclined to agree and I think there’s a les-
son here not only about the need to explore ideas
to a greater extent to see just how far they can be
taken, but also about having the confidence and
self-belief to do so.
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