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Summary

This is a thesis for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in music composition. In the
opening part (A), | comment on my musical background, environment and influences,
including a shorter comment on the orchestra piece Kilter as an example for an earlier,
non-staged, instrumental piece. The main part (B) consists of the comment and analysis of
the music theatre Toward Perpetual Peace (original German title: Zum Ewigen Frieden -

Ein Abgesang), a “staged requiem” written and performed in 2010.

In the first section of this main part, I explain the subject of the performance, as well as its
general premises. In the second section, | speak about the external factors of the
production, the practical challenges, and the creative process. These are important
elements for the music theatre piece itself due to the fact that the unusual external

conditions were artistically justified, having an essential influence on the final product.

In this project, the music and the scenography are intimately related to each other,
aesthetically as well as in terms of the content, making each of these two elements
incomprehensible without the other. This is why, in the third section, I describe the
different elements of the theatrical part of the piece, including a paraphrase of the action on

stage.

The fourth and longest section of the main part is dedicated to the music of the
performance. After describing the handling of the various sound sources — the instrumental
ensemble, the children’s choir and the sounds produced by the actors — I conduct a detailed
analysis of the harmonic system. The different influences and reflexions for the creation of
the harmonic system are treated, and the system created for Toward Perpetual Peace is
described. This is followed by a motivic analysis of the piece. The last two sections of the
musical part are about the rhythmics and the electronic processing. Finally, I treat the
formal structure of the piece, the correspondence between music and scenography, and

make a general comment on the piece’s aesthetics.

In the conclusion (C), I try to define and contextualise the musical style of my most recent

work, on the base of the preceding analysis.
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A. Introduction

I. Personal musical background and aesthetic position

Composing music has been an important occupation of mine for as long as I can
remember. As a child, [ used to write down little pieces that I invented on a child’s
metallophone. They were comparable to children songs, with the level of originality
varying. When [ started playing piano, I wrote piano pieces, and, in some cases, even
pieces for a larger instrumentation, copying the styles of pieces I played. At the beginning,
of course, | had not been in contact with contemporary music and, as a child, I never saw a
link between style and the sense of belonging to one specific period of time: as far as I
could see, we in our times seemed to regard every style as ours, at least when it came to the
matter of musical interpretation. Nevertheless, 1 soon became very interested in the
classical modern period, the compositions of Bartdk, Stravinsky, and Prokofiev in
particular. When [ first came into contact with contemporary music — probably in
secondary school — I hated it: my impression was that the music was most often completely
incomprehensible, and that this was deliberately and artificially intended. I also missed the
sense of pulse and rhythm. In addition, I sensed within this music scene a great arrogance
towards all kind of music labelled “popular”, an attitude with which I have never

sympathised.

The idea that certain musical styles are inherently superior to others, shared by an
important contingent of classical composers in the 1990s — illustrated, for instance, by
Sockhausen’s advice to Aphex Twin: ‘I think it would be very helpful if he listens to my
work [...]. Because he would then immediately stop with all these post-African repetitions,
and he would look for changing tempi and changing rhythms, and he would not allow to
repeat any rhythm [...]°" — is something from which I suffered during that period of time. It
has always been my belief that there cannot be a hierarchy among musical styles: as jazz
musician and composer Steve Coleman states, every musical style is the expression of a
culture and, since no one culture is superior to another, the same applies to musical styles.

Stylistic predilections should be seen as a subjective choice, not as an objective value:

"' D. Witts / N. Young, ‘Advice to Clever Children’, The Wire, November 1995.
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‘There is only the perspective of the person experiencing the music and what this person

hears is largely shaped by his/her own experience.”

These struggles strengthened my conviction not to study composition, although this had
always been what | wanted to do. I started general music studies (a solid, wide-ranging
course, in reality intended to educate future secondary school music teachers, which I
never wanted to become) at the Munich Musikhochschule, and continued writing music,
just for fun and for my friends, in various styles — most of them comparable to music of the
early modern period. My music was characterised by extended, dissonance-enriched
tonality and driving polyrhythms. Finally, after two years, encouraged by some of my

conservatory teachers, I decided to give composition studies a try after all.

I came to Wilfried Hiller, an uncommon composer who did not much appreciate orthodox
academic stylistic guidelines, and who was potentially open to every kind of music. For the
rest of the environment, though, it soon became clear that there were clear rules that had to
be followed if one hoped to be taken seriously as a composer, rules that I would subsume
under the following criterium: contemporary music should not be emotionally accessible.
German composer Heiner Goebbels gets to the heart of the problem that I felt when he
says: ‘It often puts me off when I get the feeling that a composer is trying to tell me with
every note of a piece: “You won’t be able to understand this at the first time.” This is
exactly the kind of arrogance with which I reproach a great part of Modernism.>

| became interested in the style of contemporary music coming from the Anglo-Saxon
world, and in this context I would also count the Netherlands. The sort of composers I have
here in mind include Louis Andriessen and Michael Gordon. The great energy inherent to
this music, this sort of “European” post-minimalism, was what most fascinated me. In this

period, I also started dealing with non-classical electronic music.

When I later moved to Paris after having finished my studies in Munich, I wanted to gain
insight into the local new music world. I took classes with composer Philip Leroux. There

of course, the contemporary music that attracts the most attention stands in a clear French

% Steve Coleman, ‘What M-base is’, at his homepage http://www.m-base.com/mbase_explanation.html (accessed
6/8/2011).

* Martin, Christopher, interview with Heiner Goebbels about the theatre "Schwarz- Wei}", in Heiner Goebbels- Texte
und Interviews, Alexander-Verlag, 1999 (translation from German: N. Béjar).



spectralist tradition. Although spectralist harmonical approaches interest me very much, |
found the social context of contemporary music in Paris quite similar to that in Germany:
again, | felt a sort of arrogance towards every kind of music outside of this niche. The
IRCAM seemed almost like a temple, and Western European intellectual heritage a heavy

burden to carry.

In 2006, I attended the 12th Young Composers Meeting in Apeldoorn (The Netherlands),
where Donnacha Dennehy and Richard Ayres, amongst others, where teaching. I was glad
to see that a different new music landscape existed. First of all, there was a freshness, an
open-mindedness and lack of bias that I found very sympathetic. Also, I became a fan of
Dennehy’s energetic, not so consonant, post-minimalist music. [ was glad to get the chance
to study with him at Trinity College. During the period of time before my studies in
Dublin, I had written various pieces for mixed ensembles, always searching among the
very different stylistics that I had been in touch with. Then, around 2005, [ moved towards
a less classical direction and started using samples, “found sounds™, and learning how to
process sounds and instruments electronically. During the first years, | used ready-made
plug-ins and various software programmes to do this. It was only around 2008 that I started

programming myself in the Pure Data environment.

The semantic / verbal aspect is something | have always missed when writing purely
musical works. I find it regrettable that concrete thoughts, ideas and experiences, which
occupy a central place in our lives, are not translatable into music. This is why I was

interested in using texts, integrating film elements, and making music for theatre.

In 2007, 1 started composing stage music for theatre projects of director Bjorn Potulski.
With the performance piece EXODUS, with which we toured around Europe in 2008, the
music became a central element of the theatre, almost converting it into a sort of spoken
opera. We thus decided to continue our cooperation, and to develop our own personal

music theatre style.

With the founding of the undercoverfiction ensemble for new music and music theatre in
2009, we established a foundation stone for future work: starting with a group of
interested, professional, very young musicians, we intend to develop an increasingly stable,
well working team over the coming years. The aim of the ensemble is to become a new

music band familiar with things such as staged concerts, music theatre, improvisation and
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thcuse of electronics and amplification, in order to work on a non-academic, style-crossing

mddern aesthetics.

[I. Aims and methodology

Tl aim of this thesis is to present my compositional work in the form of a large scale
picce, in order to examine the composition techniques applied and their influence on the
stilistic and to analyse and define the principal personal characteristics of the music I write

anl to contextualise them.

Bdore I concentrate on the main composition of this thesis, the music theatre Toward
Pepetual Peace which 1 composed in 2010, I will shortly present Kilter, an orchestra

pitcce written in 2006, as an example of previous work (section A.III).

Kiter is an instrumental piece in which I explored a new way of composition, creating a
vey complex orchestral texture in a purely rational-mathematical way, and then working
wih this mass like a sculptor would work with a piece of stone, removing parts to reveal a
cetain shape, instead of composing in an additive way, as would be the more common

aproach. This composition had an influence on the way [ wrote the pieces that came after.

A opposed to Kilter, in Toward Perpetual Peace the music is necessarily linked to a
senantic, visual content. The working process comprised many more elements than just
th: composition of the music, elements that, in turn, certainly had a great influence on the
musical ideas and on the stylistic and aesthetical result. For that reason, I will first write
abut the preparation of the piece, the rehearsal process, and the people involved (section

B.I). The following part (B.III) treats the visual / theatrical part of the performance.

Inthe section dealing with the music (B.IV), I conduct a detailed analysis of the musical
muterial, especially of the harmonics of the piece. Through this analysis, I try to find a
stlistic position for my music, which is one of the things I find most difficult as a
canposer. | am influenced by very different types of music: a (of course not exhaustive)
lis of my preferred composers and musicians would include J.S. Bach, Franz Schubert,
Ior Stravinsky, Pink Floyd, Morphine, Camarén de la Isla, Gyorgy Ligeti, George Crumb,

Faisto Romitelli, Louis Andriessen. Like many other contemporary composers, | try to



develop a personal sound, more than following one particular tradition. A close description
of the musical working methods, as opposed to formulating aesthetical ideals, will be the

best way to describe the type of music I write.

[II. Example for precedent work: Kilter, for orchestra

1. Instrumentation and motivation

Kilter is a piece for orchestra composed in 2006. The instrumentation is:

2 Flutes

2 Oboes

2 Clarinets in Bb

Bass Clarinet (the player switches to Clarinet in Bb in some sections)
2 Bassoons

4 Horns

2 Trumpets in Bb

2 Tenor Trombones

Bass Trombone

Tuba

Percussion (drum kit and a classical bass drum)
22 Violins

7 Violas

6 Cellos

4 Double basses

[t was clear from the beginning that every single player, including the strings, should play
an individual line. This was in part motivated by the political conviction of preserving each
musician’s individuality, an idea that usually gets lost in orchestra practice. The aesthetic
intention, the visual inspiration of this piece, was to create an odd, distant atmosphere, an
empty landscape, a foreign, deserted world. The images that | associated with the music
contradict the concept of individuality that I formulated in connection with the use of

soloistic voices: the “sound clouds™ created in Kilter are rather an expression of collective
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anonymity. I wrote the piece in memory of my grandmother, and a driving idea was the
transition she had witnessed during her life: from the rural, “primitive” world of her
childhood into an alienating modern time, in which she got lost and, in my interpretation,

under which she perished.

2. Short analysis

Kilter uses the material of an older piece, Der Mond (see score in the appendix), one of the
13 pieces for two violins, that I wrote in 2001. Der Mond is a three minute piece: a slow
diztonic melody with two almost homorhythmic voices. This melody is composed of short

phrases with rests between them. It has a ternary rhythm in dotted crotchets.

[ started Kilter with the idea of dividing the single phrases of the violin duo into the single
orchestra strings, so that each of the strings plays one of the short motives as a loop, all of
them starting simultaneously. At the beginning, everything is pizzicato. Since the phrases
(and therefore the loops) have different lengths, the global sound is constantly moving. In
order to make the rhythm more divided I took one quaver away from the rest at the end of
every looped phrase; this way the loops no longer fit into dotted crotchet units, the accents
of one voice in relation to another shift progressively, and after some time there is an
almost equal amount of strings playing on every quaver. Only at the very beginning (bar 1
- 26) do the phrases have the original length, and only the notes on the beat are played, so
that all the strings play a same constant beat of dotted crotchets, with accelerated

interjections in crotchets.

This very systematic material was the starting point — I worked with it in a non-systematic
way. After giving one phrase of the violin duo to each string player, starting with the high
strings, there were still some violas and all the cellos and basses left. The same procedure
was repeated as before for the remaining violas and the violoncellos, but choosing only the
most low-pitched phrases of the violin duo, and transposing them one octave lower. The
nctes out of the range of the instruments were erased. This group of strings starts later, at

bar 45.

The wind instruments play long notes, repeated notes, or repeated short motives. Only in

some cases, on the brass, are these motives taken from the loop material. They play from
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time to time, one to four players together, infrequently and briefly at the beginning and

then more and more often and densely.

The basses and the percussion provide the beat. In the case of the basses it is done with

note repetitions or with extracts of the loops in pizzicato.

The loops of the two string groups are manipulated in different ways throughout the piece,
following a global but not linear development from the rhythmic, almost percussive, quiet
initial sound towards a more dense, flat and loud mass with arco strings. The variations

within the loops are the following:

1. Transpositions up or down a fifth, such as at bar 46 (down a fifth) or at bar 68 (up a
fifth). Sometimes only one of the two string groups transposes its material, such as at bar
68, where the lower strings remain at the same pitch. The transposition can arrive
progressively: each voice starts transposing when it comes to the end of its phrase, as is the

case at bar 46, or at once, like at bar 68.

2. Metre shifts from 3:2 : the dotted crotchets become crotchets and the quavers triplet
quavers, such as in bar 9 or bar 21. At bar 278 this process happens for the second time
without having been inverted in between, so that the proportions between the rhythmic
units at the beginning of the piece and the new rhythmic unit at bar 279 become 9:4. Here,
before the process is repeated for the second time, a conversion of the note values takes
place (the old crotchets being then notated as dotted crotchets), in order to simplify the

notation. There is also the inversion of the shift 2:3, such as at bar 13, 28 or 322.

3. Tempo reduction to the half (bar 340).

4. Transitions to arco: the progressive appearance of single arco notes (first one note in
every loop is bowed, later two, three etc. until all notes are bowed, such as at bar 168 et

seq.), or abrupt changes back to pizzicato only (bar 244), and the other way around.
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Fig. 1 Structure of Kilter

Most of my earlier pieces are written in a purely intuitive way, searching for sounds by
hearing without many previously conceived principles. With this piece I tried for the first
time a more global, constructive way of composing. Once the basic material was found as
described, I worked with it in the way I would have worked in earlier pieces with a much
smaller musical cell. This large-scale material allowed me to write a piece for a large
instrumentation without losing track. Since the piece was drafted with the assistance of a
sequencer program, my approach to it was a very graphical one, cutting or adding material
sometimes in regard to the shapes on the screen, such as, for instance, a composed fade out
in which the strings come to an end one after the other. For other parts, like the wind
instruments, I returned to my usual, intuitive way of working, trying to find what would fit

to the string sound and accentuate it in an almost improvisatory way.

This more global way of working has opened up a new musical perspective to me, and I
used a similar approach in later pieces, such as for instance in the piece for piano and tape
recording that it was good, or in the main piece discussed in this thesis, Toward Perpetual

Peace.
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IV. Kilter and Toward Perpetual Peace: stylistic connections

The departing line for the entire orchestra piece Kilter is a quite concise, pregnant melody
in two voices, the violin duo. Split into short slices and processed in the way described,
this initially very personal musical material transforms into a complex sound grid in which

the individuality gets lost.

The loss of the individuality into a collective sound mass explored in Kilter is something
that influenced my later work. This idea also paved the way for the music theatre 7oward

Perpetual Peace.

A great part of the musical material in this music theatre is derived from the principle of
building a dense grid of sound layers (in the following analysis, I entitled this type of
musical material “interlaced chord progressions™, see Section B.IV.5.1). Since the
instrumental ensemble in Toward Perpetual Peace is only comprised of seven musicians,
the sound mass effect is often increased through the use of electronic processing (see
Section B.IV.5.3 “electronic rhythms” and B.IV.7.1 “creating rhythms from pitched
sounds™). In these parts of the score, the single voices do not play an individual role, but

rather only make sense musically in their sum.

This aesthetics fits the theme of the performance, war. During wars, and especially in the
memory of past wars, it is hard to see individuals. Instead, we think of collectives: armies,

groups of refugees, opposing parties.

In Toward Perpetual Peace, 1 wanted to oppose these two aspects: there are scenes in
which, in the music as well as in the theatrics, there is only a collective, a mass of sounds.
As a contrast, other scenes bring the individuals to the fore, visually or musically. The
individual scenes from a visual perspective are obviously in particular the ones where only
two actors are on stage, the two protagonists. The rather “individualistic” parts in the
music in turn are those which do not follow the sound mass principle; those which have a
more concrete material and make use of individual melodic lines. One example for this
type of material are the “quintuplets” (see Section B.IV.5.2) or the “canon” (see Section

B.IV.5.5).
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B. Toward Perpetual Peace, a staged requiem

by Nélida Béjar (music) and Bjorn Potulski (theatrics)
with texts by Immanuel Kant

2010

[. General aspects

1. Initial idea, motivation

The initial idea that motivated Toward Perpetual Peace was to make music theatre with
very old men and women and very young children. This very general, almost abstract
image, the possibilities of its dialectic, dramatic development and realisation, constituted
the inspirational germ of the performance. During intense research of the possible semantic
contents of this image, of the subject of age and youth, different approaches arose: the
subject of the demographic development in western societies and the problems related to it;
the idea of having a group of persons on stage who are not the principle agents of our
world, who no longer or do not yet have the various ambitions that drive our actions, like
power, money, career, attractiveness, etc. We investigated the most distinctive differences
between old people and young children and, at some point, after a number of conversations
with elderly persons in Germany, we realised that the childhood of all of them had been

crucially shaped by the war.

2. Theme, actors

The themes of the musical and choreographic performance are childhood and lost

childhood, security and vulnerability, war and peace, age and youth.

There are no professional actors or singers involved. Instead, 14 children aged five to nine
and nine elderly people born between 1922 and 1943 are on stage, along with an ensemble
of seven musicians: clarinet, bassoon, violin, viola, violoncello, electric bass guitar and
piano, with live electronic processing. The children of today reflect the old people who, at

that time, during the war, were young and witnessed the nights of bombing, the absence of
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the father, flight and expulsion. The children function as a mirror of the old people who

lost their childhood and youth.

3. Instrumentation

The choice of the instruments was motivated by two criteria: first, I wanted a mixed
timbre, instruments that would not “melt” together, inspired perhaps by the sobriety of a
baroque sound (in contrast, for instance, to sound of the romantic period). That is why I
initially planned the combination of strings (violin, viola violoncello), a woodwind
instrument (clarinet), a brass instrument (trombone), and electric bass. Second, I aimed to
realise a flexible intonation that goes beyond equal tuning, see Section B.IV.4.2.3. For that
reason, the wind instruments chosen, clarinet and trombone, were the ones that have the
greatest freedom of intonation within their instrument families. Later, the trombone had to

be replaced by a bassoon due to the trivial reason that we could not find a trombone player.

4. The stage as a source of sounds

Toward Perpetual Peace is not music theatre in the conventional sense: there is no solo
singing, the actors on stage even remain mostly silent. Nevertheless, it is comparable to an
opera not only for the reason that there is live music throughout the full duration of the
performance, but also because some of the actions that can be seen on stage also become a
source of musical sounds: piezoelectric contact microphones pick up the sounds from the
stage floor. In some parts these are made audible through direct amplification, and in

others they feed the electronics.

Through this technique, the stage itself becomes a large musical instrument and the actors,
(the old people and the children) play on it through their exactly choreographed actions,
becoming a part of the musical ensemble. These actions are simple and rather minimalist in
their execution; only through the electronics and by the interaction with the instrumental

music they do become a part of the musical unit.
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5. Text, genre

The text of the sung sections is constituted by short excerpts of a script by Immanuel Kant,

Perpetual Peace, A Philosophical Essay, which also provides the title for the performance.

In this book, Immanuel Kant develops the foundation of our modern concept of peace. His
work represents in an exemplary form an idealism which relies on mutual trust between
people and between nations for the shaping of the future. It formulates the necessary
conditions for perpetual world peace, an ideal vindicated again and again by every new
young generation for its future.* This ideal, though, has never, and will probably never,

become real.

As a genre for the music theatre Toward Perpetual Peace, 1 chose the denomination
“staged requiem’: the performance is thought of as a requiem for the idealistic idea of
“perpetual peace”. Its original title in German is Zum Ewigen Frieden - Ein Abgesang,
which literally translated means Toward Perpetual Peace - A Swan Song. Since | do not
like the sound of the subtitle in its English version (“*Swan Song™ sounds to me too
romantic, too rich in imagery for this context), in the following text I will call this piece of

music theatre only Perpetual Peace.

The parts of Kant’s script sung by the children are the six Preliminary Articles for
Perpetual Peace among States, which define the basic terms of this idealistic Treaty for
World Peace. Considering the background of the old people, in our performance this does

not remain without ironic distance:

1. No treaty of peace shall be regarded as valid if made with the secret reservation of

material for a future war.

2. No state having an independent existence — whether it be large or small — shall be

acquired by another through inheritance, exchange, purchase or donation.
3. Standing armies (miles perpetuus) shall be abolished in course of time.

4. No national debts shall be contracted in connection with the external affairs of the

state.

* Immanuel Kant: Perpetual Peace, A Philosophical Essay, Cosimo Books. 2010.
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5. No state shall violently interfere with the constitution and administration of another.

6. No state at war with another shall countenance such modes of hostility as would make

mutual confidence impossible in a subsequent state of peace: such are the employment of

assassins (percussores) or of poisoners (venefici), the violation of articles of surrender,

and the instigation of treason (perduellio) in the hostile state.”

6. The performed actions

The scenes are based on simple choreographies, inspired by the memories of the old and

the ideas of the children (see Section B.11.4).

The actors do not speak. Only the children form a choir in some scenes, and sing short

sections.

7. Stage setting - the principle of mirroring

Fig. 2 Empty stage with the gauze raised

The situation on the stage is
one of mirroring: a large square
of a semitransparent fabric
(gauze) divides the stage into
two equal halves. The gauze is,
depending on the lighting,
sometimes transparent,

sometimes opaque.

The spectators sit divided into two blocks, on both sides of the stage, such that each half of

the audience is facing the other half through the gauze, the action taking place in between

them. In this way, the visual perception of the two halves of the audience cannot be

identical at any time — just like the experiences and perception of war can never be

> Ibid.. pp. 3 - 7.



identical. The actors on the stage, the children and the old people, perform on both sides of
the dividing gauze, but the actions always correspond with each other, they are perceived
as two parts of a whole unit. From the perspective of the individual spectator, the side of
the stage lying next to him will give him a direct and clear impression, while the opposite
side can be only seen in a distant way: depending on the lighting it can appear blurred,

transfigured, or even only as a shadow seen through the gauze.

This setting corresponds with the two separated, mirroring time levels of past (of the old

people’s childhood) versus present reality, memory versus projection, etc.

I1. Preparation

1. Previous experiences working with non-actors

The idea of making music theatre with people who have never performed on stage before,
whom we would not expect to be there, and who are personally and directly involved in the
theme of the representation, developed over the last few years of work with theatre director

Bjorn Potulski.

The first theatre project that was based entirely on this idea was EXODUS, shown in Malta,
Catania, Vienna and Munich in 2008. The music, live-processed and looped solo violin,
was played live by myself on stage. This was also the project for which I programmed the
first Pure Data based interface, which already contained some of the effect