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| find that | often get my best ideas when inspired by reading what
other composers have said about their music. Others prefer to
skip over any prosaic information about the music that they enjoy.
Ideally, the music should speak for itself, but commentary on the
side can be a good thing.

Most of the writing I've done about this music has been in
email among the music’s performers, little of which adapts well to
print publication. But these pieces, | think, work in print.

The first piece (which appeared in an early form in an article
in 1996) and the last (derived from an online conversation later
that year), lay out some of what lies behind the compositions that
follow them.

The center piece describes some of the mathematical meth-
ods I've used in my music over the years. It may only be of inter-
est to those of us who find math fun, but others might enjoy it too.
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Principles of Human Systems Composing

These principles provide an ideal set of parametersfor Human Systems pieces. |
doubt, however, that any single piece of mine has fulfilled all of these criteria.

Is the Music Clear?  The score describes and explains the
materials and processes that are used

in the piece and defines unusual

terms.2

2. Jargon and specidized notation can be useful: anong members of
aprofession or other groups of people, they enable efficient com-
munication of information that would otherwise take much more
effort to describe. They can dso serve as a bond among the people
who share the vocabularies.

However, | have tried to avoid musical jargon and notation in
these scores, so that people without conventional musical training
can learn and perform them.
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Is it Enjoyable?

Is it Performable?

Is it Accessible?

The piece is fun for the performers

and for the audience.3

Performers of the piece do not have
to be virtuosi. Each piece benefits
from skillful performance, but any-
one who understands how the piece

works can perform it.

While knowing how a piece works
enhances a person’s enjoyment of it,
an audience with no knowledge of

the piece can also enjoy it.
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3. Asarcane as some of this material might seem, | still find it impor-
tant to create music that people like. While this is harder outside of
the areas of popular music with which people are familiar, they
till can enjoy other musics if performed and presented effectively.
In Question Authority, the, this spread into broad comedy as part of
the performances (though aways within the constraints of the
scores that we performed); in Gray Code this has developed within
the pursuit of surprise (some, though not all, of it comedic) and

unusual beaty.
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Is it Memorable?  Performers can remember the piece
easily. Processes are simple and con-
sistent. Texts are brief. If the piece
regquires an aid to memory, such as a
printed handout, the performance

intentionally includes its distribu-

tion, use, and collection.?

4. | am continually amazed by some people’s ability to memorize
long musical scores or performance scripts. It's not one of my
strengths. Thus, most of my scores are constructed, in a sense, as
“state machines”: at any point, you can tell where you are in a
piece by listening to the sounds around you, and can tell from that
information what you may do next.

The emphasis on incorporating the handling of printed materi-
as was more important in Question Authority, the, where we
moved around a lot, than in the later, more “musical” ensembles,
where music stands suffice. (Though | find that that printing the
score in large print and putting it on the floor works even better
when we only have to glance at the floor occasionally.)
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Is it Identifiable?  Someone familiar with the pieces

can tell which piece is being per-

formed by hearing a small part of it

Is it Variable?  Performances of the piece can vary
widely, spontaneously developing
elements that surprise the audience

and performers.
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5. Since I've started listening to partially improvised or indeterminate
music, |I've been curious about how a piece maintains its identity.
While, say, traditional jazz pieces maintain somewhat of an iden-
tity though recurring harmonic structures, | find it hard to tell
which Ornette Coleman piece I'm hearing if | tune into it mid-
stream, unless I'm already familiar with the recording. Different
recordings of “Lonely Woman” in the area between the head and
its recapitulation at the end seem, to my ears, to share only tenuous
melodic relationships; it's quite possible that a performance of
“Lonely Woman” and a performance of “Peace” might have more
in common than a pair of performances of either one. Similarly, it
would be hard to tell by listening that one was hearing a perfor-
mance of John Cage's “Variations I1” or “Theater Piece”.

Stephen Drury mentionsin hisliner notesto the Mode record-

ing of Cage's “Two? for violin and piano or sho” (Mode 88) that
this issue of musical identity also became “one of Cage s preoccu-
pationsin his later years’.
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Is it Recoverable? If a performer accidentally departs
from the score, a performance of the
piece can survive and continue,

incorporating the accidental material

asif it wereintentional .5

6. | enjoy Frederic Rzewski’s instruction in his score Les Moutons de
Panurge: “If you get logt, stay lost”. However, | prefer that people
be able to find their way back in to where they should be. In some
of the later scores, I've included guidelines for how to proceed if
people in a performance disagree on where they are in the score.
The most important factors in recovering from errors are trusting
in the good intentions of al parties, believing that errors were due
to the humanity of the performer rather than sabotage, and cooper-
ating with the performer to pull the performance seamlessly back
together.
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Is it Multi-faceted?  The piece incorporates syllables,
words or word-like sounds, rhythm,
structure, dynamics, gesture, move-
ment, and the handling of the perfor-
mance space and timing as aspects

of a whole, each element comple-

menting the others.’

Is it Portable?  The piece requires little, if any,
equipment or props. The performers

can launch into any piece easly

without the need for setup®.
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7. Thiswasaso moreimportant in Question Authority, thethan in the
later ensembles, though | would like to return to working in ways
that incorporate physical gestures, movement, and the use of
space.

8. | have been in bands that have spent much more time setting up
and breaking down equipment thanin actual performing. This has
often focused the musicians attention less on the sounds than on
the gear.
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IsitOpento At any point, a performer may

: 2
Silence?  giently listen to whet the others are

doing, then reenter the piece.?

9. Performing silence (or, as Robert Fripp has put it, “contributing
attention”) can be as important and effective as performing sound.
(Otherwise, in improvisations, everyone tendsto play all thetime.)
If silence is permitted, you are free to ask yourself whether the
next sound that you are about to make would enhance the other
sounds being made or if it would only crowd them. If it would not
improve the soundscape, you are free to refrain from sounding
until the situation changes or you are again inspired to sound.

This discipline is difficult to achieve. In listening back to
recordings of my performances, | usually find at least one instance
in which | should have remained silent than sounding.

Performing silence is also very different from just stopping:
you need to continue to maintain the same degree and quality of
attention when performing silence that you do when sounding,
Gray Code performances often include moments of total silence.
The audience, however, can usudly tell that the piece is continu-
ing, and continue to contribute the same quality of listening that
they do when we are sounding.

The silent moments are among my favorites in performance,
especially those in which we develop the consensus that a perfor-
mance is, indeed, over, and make the transition in attention that
signals the completion of a performance.
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On Gray Code and Other Algorithms

In 1979 or so, John Cowan taught me about Gray code ago-
rithms. They have shown up in my music ever since, and provide
the name (as suggested by Tom Bickley) for one of my current
ensembles.

Though versions of the code were used earlier (in such clas-
sic math puzzles as the Chinese Rings and theTower of Hanoi), it
got its name when Frank Gray of Bell Laboratories patented its
use for “pulse code communications” in 1953. The version that |
have used is more specifically called “binary-reflected Gray
code’.

The code shows a way to arrange all the possible combina-
tions of the members of a group of items (from a set with no
members up to a set of all of them) and order them so that, for
each combination in the list, you only have to add or remove one
item to get the combination that followsiit.
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The simplest case of thisisfor alist with combinations of a
single item (I know that’s ridiculous, but it helps to see it as a
basis for the larger cases.):

where

» each combination appears in its own numbered line

e adot (“.”) represent an item that is not in that combina-
tion

» adigit represents an item that is in the combination

» thelist begins with combination 0, which contains no
items

» combination O appears again a theend of thelist, since
the process should loop around from the end to the begin-
ning.

Here, the single item changes between the two combinations,

included in one but not the other.
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The arrangement for two items is twice as long (since the
number of possible combinations of a group of items doubles for
each added item):

In this arrangement, we see that:

» Thefirst half of the arrangement for this group is the
same as the arrangement for the group with oneitem
fewer.

» The second half of the arrangement includes theitemsin
the first half in reverse order, with the newest item added
to each combination.

34 Joseph Zitt



On Gray Code and Other Algorithms

With the arrangement for three items, we see that these fea-
tures again are true;

0: ..
1: 1..
2: 12.
3: .2,
4: .23
5: 123
6: 1.3
7: .3
0:

Since each step of the Gray code ordering differs from the
steps before and after it by asingleitem, it can be used effectively
to order combinations of players in an ensemble performance.
Each item begins and ends with one person beginning or ending:

(1) (2) (3)
0: .. |
1: 1.. | begin
2: 12. | begin
3: .2. | end
4: .23 | begin
5: 123 | begin
6: 1.3 | end
7: ..3 | end
(0: I end
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In this structure, the different players have different numbers
of entrances and exits (with the first player having the most and
the last player having the fewest). A guest musician joining usin
performing the structure usually performs as the last player. In
that role, the guest has to remember very little about the structure,
entering when the last other person to have entered is playing a
solo and ending after the guest plays aone. We also tend to assign
the other roles in relation to how we are set up, so that the parts
goin order from stage right to stage left or from stage left to stage
right.

Figuring out the orderings for larger groupings (using, for
each, the arrangement for the next smaller set, first forward then
in reverse with the newest item added) is quite easy. In practice,
however, we amost aways use printed guides (such as the one
for “Gray Code for Five” on page 336) to keep us from getting
lost. And, as always, if we do get lost (as happened in one perfor-
mance when, segueing into the structure from another piece, we
got confused as to who was starting the process and in which way
the orderings were going), we work it out, ideally avoiding con-
flict or disruption.
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Once we had established how to move through the combinations
with the fewest people starting or stopping at each change, |
began to wonder how the combinations could be arranged with
the most changes between combinations. Research on this proved
less fruitful (probably because the answer would have few useful
applications).

A chance meeting with mathematician Joe Noakes on New
Year's Eve 2000 in Austin led us to discuss possible answers. Joe
quickly spotted an important bit of information: Each combina-
tion adjoins two others, one before it and the one after it. Of those
two, one would be the exact opposite of that one (that is, all items
that would appear in the current combination would not appear in
the other, and vice versa, so that, for example, “12.” would
adjoin “. . 3”). In the other, since each combination would have
only a single exact opposite, one item in the combination would
have to remain the same while the others would change (so that
the other itemto adjoin“12.” would beoneof “1.3",*.23", or

This led to many possible outcomes, and to my writing sev-
eral computer programs to try to work out the best answer by the
brute force method of trying and comparing all the possibilities.

Surprise Me With Beauty 37



On Gray Code and Other Algorithms

Through a series of emails, however, Joe and | worked out
the solution (which we had glimpsed but missed on New Year’'s
Eve, perhaps a consequence of mixing calculation and celebra-
tion): to create the AntiGray arrangement of a group of items, fol-
low each combination of the Gray code arrangement for the next

smaller group with its exact opposite.10

10.Mathematician and artist Steve Whealton tells me that the Anti-
Gray arrangement had, of course, been discovered and docu-
mented before we independently figured it out. HisWeb site,
http://washingtonart.net/whealton/s.html, contains excellent infor-
mation and images related to the Gray code and other mathematics
inart.
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For example, the grouping for three items consists of the
Gray code grouping for two items:

12

w N P o

intertwined with their opposites (including, in each opposite, the
new item from the larger grouping)

begin end
begin end begin
end end

(1) (2) (3)
0: .. |
1: 123 | begin begin begin
2: 1. | end end
3: .23 | end begin begin
4: 12 | begin end
5: 3 | end end begin
6: |
7: |
0: |

—
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As you might expect, the AntiGray structure (as shown in
“AntiGray for Five” on page 340) has proven more difficult to
perform than Gray code, since it involves a large number of
simultaneous changes. To minimize the confusion, we have
developed the practice that any person who isto enter as part of a
change may start the change by doing so, and all the others who
are to enter or exit do so as quickly as possible when that hap-
pens. Everyone generally reacts quickly enough that the change
appears simultaneous. This handles all cases except the transition
between steps 1 and 2, in which all the performers but one drop
out. In that case, when any player that is to stop does so, the oth-
ers also stop immediately.

As often happens, though, the intricate mathematical work-
ings-out of the system have led to simpler methods that have
much the same effect. “Disjoinder” on page 364 evolved as a way
to shift among groupings of players such that there were frequent
abrupt changes of performers, carefully running through the
many situations that could arise. And “Tapas’ on page 367 dis-
tilled the idea even further, into aform that could easily be com-
municated to the performers and audience. While it doesn’t
document and deal with everything that can happen, the simple
rule set and trust in the performers to work within it appropriately
have led to good results.
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A Conversation on ArtsWire

NEWMUSNET Item 209 "A Conversation with
Joseph zitt"

The following online conversation took place in October 1996
on the NEWMUSNET forum on the ArtsWire conferencing sys-
tem (with whose permission it is reproduced). With the consent of
the other participants, | have edited it down considerably.

Douglas Cohen 07-OCT-96

I'd like to welcome Joseph Zitt to the NewMusNet Conference of
Arts Wire. He will be here for the next few weeks to discuss his
musical work, both online and off.

Joseph Zitt is a composer/performer/poet living in Dallas,
Texas. His scores are often poetic instructions to sound making
actions. He founded the sound poetry ensemble Question Author-
ity, the and started the Internet mailing list, The SILENCE List,
which is dedicated to discussing thelife and music of John Cage.

Pauline Oliveros 07-Oct-96

Could you talk abit about how you feel about composing - being
acomposer at this particular time? Counting resources and work-
ing from there seems an important approach. What would you
liketo do if time and money were no object?
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Joseph Zitt 08-OCT-96, 2:33

How | feel about composing?

Currently, | compose either to create a sound that | want to
hear or to try out a mode of interaction between people. | don't
consciously use it for self-expresson—though | find myself
expressing emotion (often far more than | intend) when perform-
ing within these compositions.

In composing, | try to create situations in which people,
working together, have enough space for each to be able to do
what s/he does best, while complementing and, where appropri-
ate, interacting with others. In my recent work, 1've been includ-
ing options for movement as well as for sound; when the works
are performed, some people remain motionless and contribute
sound, some move silently, and some combine sound and move-
ment.

In the corner of my ears, the Spirits of Therapists Past are
whispering, "Yes, but how do you *feel* about it?' Hmm... cer-
tainly excitement and pleasure when a piece comes together, and
an almost manic drive when an ideais trying to hatch. | have a
few projects, in different arts, that | feel | eventualy *must* do,
though, in almost all the cases, | can't justify why those particul ar
projects possess me. And, in the face of often deafening self-
doubt, there's the occasional flash of a feeling that the work I'm
doing iswhat | was meant to do (in a kinda agnostic sense).

A composer friend in private email yesterday pointed out
how many of us have religious training or backgrounds that show
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through in our work, even though we may not be conventionally
religious anymore. It's perhaps these conceptual vocabularies,
and the need to make those kinds of connections in ourselves and
with others, that drive us to compose and create.

How does it feel being a composer at this particular time? It's
an interesting period, to be sure: with funding collapsing all over,
a certain frugality is needed in creating work. This builds limits
into projects, unless one is willing to devote time and energy to
things that will never be performed.

(On the other hand, I've never tried very hard to get grants.
When | was starting to apply, some years ago, afriend who had a
struggling rock band asked why | should be able to apply for
them, having a sort of new-music ensemble, while he, working
strictly within rock and roll, was locked into battles of the mar-
ketplace. | didn't have a good answer, and, being strikingly inept
myself at handling money or paperwork, decided to do my work
without financial assistance. I've never come up with a cogent
reply—though | certainly wouldn't complain if | were to some-
how get funding for my work in the arts.)

Those of us outside the conventional classical world who are
getting heard and seen are doing so by putting together our own
groups, creating our own shows, and getting the word out. Here
in Dallas, we're sneaking in underneath the radar: by positioning
ourselves as a sound-poetry ensemble, Question Authority, the
has managed to bypass the musical rat race entirely and be pre-
sented as part of the poetry scene. Another active group here,
comathesatre, is presented as more of a theatrical thing than a
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musical one, although music is at the center of what they do. QA t
and comatheatre have appeared as guests at each other's perfor-
mances. Another local group, 700 nm, have helped with our
shows, and coordinated performances involving multiple simulta-
neous performances in intriguing settings.

With recordings booming, more sounds than ever before are
available to everyone's earsto learn (or steal) from. I've built up a
pretty large record and CD collection, mostly as references so |
can hear what's gone before me and take off from there.

With CD creation dropping in price, and Net technologies
getting better by the moment, there are aso more ways to distrib-
ute music than ever before. That people here are able to click on a
link and hear a piece of music over the Web would have been a
fantasy 10 years ago, but it now is amost taken for granted. The
possihility of making aCD-ROM of the piece I'm currently creat-
ing, marketing it by grass-roots and Net-based methods, and not
losing my shirt iswithin reach.

I've also been able to learn more about music, and interact
with other musicians, over the Web than would have been possi-
ble ever before. With such resources as the Tuesday night New
Music Chat, the Collaborative Music and Computer Mailing lists,
and the Deep Listening, Frog Peak, and Merce Cunningham web
sites, we have access to works of and interactions with other con-
temporary composers as never before.

If I had infinite time and money? I've never really let myself
think about that. One of my dreams is to create a space in which
performance could always be happening, which people could
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enter at any time to perform or to listen. What happened in the
space would be broadcast around the clock on a cable station or
the Net, and it might show broadcasts on its wallsfrom other sim-
ilar spaces around the world.

I would aso like to work with very large groups of people.
Last Friday night we premiered a piece of mine in Denton,

"Library Music'!, that | had first written almost 20 years ago but
hadn't been able to perform until now. In it, people began in one
place, spread out around the inside of the building, and individu-
aly performed actions according to a grid of possibilities, then
recombined in a common space. The piece worked well, | think,
with the eight people performing it, but | envision doing it with
perhaps a hundred people, distributed around a huge building
(such as the Strand bookstore in New Y ork or the Dizengoff Cen-
ter in Tel Aviv).

I'd dso like to be able to do very large theatrical concerts, of
the scale of Peter Gabriel's Secret World Tour or U2's Zoo TV.

...but on the other hand, | might be happy enough if | just had
the chance to be Brian Eno for awhile... :-)

Pauline Oliveros 08-OCT-96, 13:26

Thanks Joseph for your thoughtful answers to my questions. |
like the ideas you expressed for doing large works with lots of

11.“Library Music (incorporating Karnaugh Knowledge)” on
page 71.
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people. Dream some more! These seem to be community build-
ing works which are needed now more than ever. | think it's good
to slip music projects into the poetry scene. It helps to have one
art illuminate another and builds new audiences.

| am teaching a composition seminar at Mills College this
semester. There are 16 composers - al levels from beginning to
professional and al different styles. One of the questions we are
exploring is "What's the difference between improvisation and
composition?' Would you care to take a crack at that question?

Joseph Zitt 09-OCT-96, 0:22

| love improvisation. In a perfect world, when people came
together to play, everything would work right: everyone would
leave space for others to play (in terms of both time and room in
the audio spectrum), and the flow of materials among players
would move effortlessly within the sound. Thisisalso asit would
be in a perfect society, where everyone would be able to pursue
his/her personal goals while interacting with an eye to the equal
happiness of others.

Unfortunately, we haven't reached that stage yet (if it is ever
achievable). Quite often, when people are trying to play together,
they will drown each other out, stomp on each other's spectrum,
and interfere, consciously or not, with the flow of the music.

This is where one of the roles of composition comes in. In
trying to achieve a better balance in the group, one or more mem-
bers may suggest parameters within which the players would
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improvise, allocating or defining available and declined materials
harmonically, rhythmically, timbrally, or in other ways.

We found, for example, that many of the looser pieces that
Question Authority, the did turned into walls of sound where
everyone was doing the same thing all at once. It got difficult for
the audience to sort out what was happening.

In listening to Ornette Coleman's Beauty is a Rare Thing, it
hit me that part of the problem was that we were all stcomping on
each others sounds, rather than establishing strata in which each
of us could work. In thinking of waysto create distinct threads, |

came up with the score to Change Rings*?.

That didn't involve much in the way of composition, but did
the trick; we ended up doing sufficiently different things, and
handing them back and forth cleanly enough, that it's devel oped
into one of our favorite and more acessible pieces. In fact, once
we got it down, we were able to loosen some of the strictures
again—instead of working from lists of materials, it now
(d)evolved into the simple (never stated) rule: "Do something dif-
ferent than what anyone else is doing, in a way that goes with
what else is happening; to take over an item, request it from the
other person.” That turns out to be al the composition that that
Situation now needs.

[Thisway of working] getsinto areas of what the composer is
willing to accept as valid performances of a piece. There are
times when I've had to go "Well, uh, yeah, the score doesn't

12.“Change Rings’ on pag €144
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explicitly say you couldn't do that..."—but then | go and tweak
the score to be more clear, or use what I've learned in writing my

next piecel®. As it happens, I'm continually generating new
pieces for the ensemble that sort of consume older works; it's like
I'm doing successive approximations of a meta-work that proba-
bly never actually be realized (or if it is, the stars will start to
wink out :-])

Of course, composition is also necessary when you are trying
to generate sounds that require more than one person to produce
them. The sound of a melody played by a bass clarinet while sung
by a soprano, for example, is hard to duplicate in any other way.
To get it to happen, someone has to ask the two performers to pro-

duce these particular sounds at the same time.#

For this to happen, the musicians need, of course, to have
some reason to do so—either that they trust the composer to give
them materia that pleases them in some way, or that they are
trading off performing each others' scores, or (least optimally, but
most commonly) that they are getting paid.

Viewed another way, improvisation and composition are not
opposites to be differentiated, but complementary elements
resulting in a performance.

On the one hand, it's amost impossible to compose some-
thing so that you know exactly what the listener will hear. Even

13.Tom Bickley has dubbed this continual refinement of scores based
on others' suggestions “backseat composing”.
14.1 think | cribbed this idea from an interview with Brian Eno.
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for a piece created directly to tape and played in a concert hall to
a captive audience, what you hear will be affected, if only
minutely, by factors as unpredictable as the fabrics that the audi-
ence is wearing or, in a similar instance, the type of headphones
that apersonisusing in listening to a CD of it.

On the other, even in asituation of supposed total improvisa-
tion, there are pre-existing conditions that affect what can be
heard—you can be pretty sure that, whatever happens, you won't
hear the sound of a piano crashing to the ground from a great
height unless someone has, before the concert, hoisted the piano
above the stage (or remembered to bring the disc with a sample of
a previous performance where they had done that.) Even in put-
ting together an unrehearsed jam with most musicians, odds are
that the common vocabularies that they share, even if they haven't
discussed what they are to do, will probably lead to much of the
performance hewing closely to one of a fairly small number of
possihilities.

Does that count as astart at areply?

Douglas Cohen 12-OCT-96, 16:08

Do you see any downsides to the rapid development of these
technologies and how they impact artists like yourself?
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Joseph Zitt 13-OCT-96, 2:51

One of the reasons that | got involved with a strictly vocal ensem-
ble was that it involved no technology of any kind, other than that
of our bodies. Little techno-bits keep sneaking in, though, and the
recent performance at the University of Texas at Dallas ended up
including computer-generated sound and video, overhead projec-
tors, video projectors, a stereo system, several boomboxes, and an
obscurely designed lighting system. Our dress rehearsal was
taken up with wiring things together, and the performance was
almost delayed by a faulty video cable. As repairs and debugging
frantically proceeded, those of us who weren't panicking wan-
dered the space repeatedly muttering "Zero tech!™

The next two performances went considerably better; the one
two Thursdays ago was at a rock club, but we didn't even use the
microphones, except during a string of solos. (One neat, unex-
pected, and somewhat silly effect: there was a fog machine
onstage that we couldn't turn off. When we did the sol os, the peo-
ple at the mic were visible, while those standing in a line behind
them were obscured by the mist. Very Spinal Tap.)

For the Friday performance, we also were unmiked, and,
since the other acts that were performing simultaneously were as
loud as possible, we quickly moved out of the space and into the
parking lot, continuing our set there (where audience members
had also gone to escape the walls of sound). If we had been tied
down to instruments or props this might not have been as possi-
ble, and we would have been stuck doing mime.
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(At the one event that we did that the the local newspaper's
reviewer covered, we were stuck being practically inaudible, and
resorted to more blatant moving around the space. As most of us
are not as good at movement as we are at sound (though we have
some wonderful movement people among us), the reviewer
reported, somewhat too accurately, that we resembled "the clos-
ing ceremony at atwo week Marcel Marceau summer camp”!)

I wish | knew of a good way to approach another musician
who is blasting away and ask him to turn down so that the rest of
us could be heard. Most of them had designed pieces based on
being loud, and to get them quieter would have lessened their
effect, but it wasn't fair to the rest of us. | think | may suggest to
the organiser (Sean Donovan, an SMU undergrad who's doing a
dynamite job of pulling these evenings together) that his invita-
tions to the performances include a recommendation to create
music with more space.

I brought this up on the Collaborative Music list awhile back,
and got some good responses. Does any here have any sugges-
tions as to how to tune acollaboration in real time to get things to
get together better without anyone feeling like their artistic free-
dom is getting stomped?

Douglas Cohen 13-OCT-96, 9:58

I like your no-tech philosophy for your ensemble, but it's also
interesting to see how technology creep is difficult to avoid.
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To turn your question about collaboration around, how can
we collaborate and use these technological advances for the good
of society as awhole rather than for persona gain at the expense
of others?

Pauline Oliveros 13-0OCT-96, 14:33

Ethics of technology - This is a subject for some consideration.
How do we use power so that it is a plus (for everyone) rather
than aminus (for some)?

Joseph Zitt 14-OCT-96, 0:26

The word "power" is interestingly ambiguous here—it could
mean either or both of electric power or power over others. In this
case, both were true—those who could plug in had the ability to
drown out others.

Ideally, looking at the ethics of it, everyone in a situation
would have access to the same technology, and would use it well.
In this case, we al could have plugged in had we chosen to use
instruments or amplification that called for it. One could look at
the situation in (at least) two ways:
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» that those who chose amplification had aresponsibility to
moderate what they were doing so that others could be
heard, or

» that those who were more quiet should have known what
they were getting into and known that they were going to
be unheard, and that being driven out of the performance
space into the parking lot was the natural result of their
choices.

This seems like a basic difference in worldviews, the first choice
showing the moreliberal view and the latter showing more of the
"marketplace/jungle" attitude. (From which description you can
probably deduce that I'm a proud longtime diehard card-carrying
liberal.)

A lot of my sense of technological ethics comes from the
early history of the Net (not so much the bombast that pervades
much of the Net today). A lot of what | do isderived from what is
and was freely available to all out here. Most of the programming
toolsand languages that | use, aswell as many of the source texts,
were placed on the Net by others as a public resource. In turn, |
have no problem with placing tools that | have developed using
these products and program/scores that are built from them into
play for others to usein further development.

Much of this belief and way of working is embodied in the
work of the Free Software Foundation's GNU Genera Public
License. In brief (and perhaps oversimplifying it), | havetheright
to copy, adapt, and modify any software released under this
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licenseaslong as | acknowledge the sources of the code on which
it was based, make the new source code freely available, and pass
these same liberties and restrictions on to others with respect to
my code.

The Net and the world of computing as it exists today (and its
reach into everything else we do) would not be nearly as
advanced had people not shared their knowledge and resources.
We now have an ethical responsibility to do the same.

In a similar vein, | have given workshops in Sound Poetry,
teaching people some of the pieces which we do. | don't have a
problem with other people forming similar performance groups—
in fact, there are possihilities of similar ensembles spinning off in
Austin and Fort Worth. 1 would hope, however, that rather than
going into competition for gigs and venues, we might form a net-
work to share our knowledge and resources.

When people become interested in our work, | also try to turn
them on to the music from which we derive what we do. Without
your recordings and writings, as well as that of (for various mem-
bers of the group) John Cage, Kurt Schwitters, Barbara Benary,
Allen Ginsberg, Jackson Mac Low, Kirk Nurock, Meredith
Monk, and a host of others, we wouldn't have been able to even
think of our current work. I'm continually making off-the-cuff
mixtapes and bibliographies for people to go to the sources; some
of us are also (as | may have mentioned earlier) considering a
separate ensemble or concert series doing the avant-garde classics
(asit were) to show people our roots.
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Part of this feeling, by the way, may come from my early reli-
gious training. In the Tamud and similar texts, statements are
often preceded by conceptual genealogies showing who quoted
whom quoting whom in saying it. Most of the legal items show a
complex and often convoluted chain of reasoning with al the
steps, tangents, and references laid out.

There's alot of good to be had from the new technol ogies we
have now, in terms of the almost instantaneous spread of informa-
tion and propagation of skills. But each of these benefits has a
flipside as the same technologies are used to spread lies, hatred,
and the tools of oppression. The best way | know of to get them to
be used for good causes is to do so ourselves and to act as exam-
ples for others.

On another note, a thought about computer music and similar
work hit me at about 4 AM.

| recently read (and greatly enjoyed) the transcript of Jim
Rosenberg's residency on the Interactive Arts conference here. In
that transcript, as elsewhere, he talks about how he builds up his
work from words and phrases:

| use what composers call "precomposition”. That is, the
piece is composed in layers of activity, and each but the
final layer affects the entirety of the finished piece. |
maintain what | call "reservoirs' (Jackson Mac Low calls
them "vocabularies") which are precompositional group-
ings of phrases. At each step | take the existing genera-
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tion of reservoir, chop it up, permute it using chance
operations, and use the resulting "prompt sheet" to
write—by hand, so to speak—the next-layer reservoir.
[...] Composition of the words has normally taken about
85% of the elapsed time of making the work.

This has a lot of similarity (as he mentions) with the work that
some composers currently do in putting a piece together.

It strikes me (perhaps due to a sense of earlier music history
that isblurrier that it could be) that this process/phenomenon only
began in the past century or so. | don't get the feeling that earlier
composers and writers started at such a granular level in creating
their work.

Is this due to the lack of an agreed common language from
which to work? When everyone was using tonality, and only
pushing it alittle each generation, when one sat down to compose
alot of the decision making had aready been done. It was only
when composers decided that tonality had stretched to breaking
and completely other methods of managing pitches were needed
that Schoenberg et a started charting their tone rows and the
resulting inversions and retrogrades and all that as a precursor to
composition.

Similarly, once any sound was accepted in music, a certain
amount of pre-design had to be donein defining the ensembles of
sound producing devicesfor agiven piece beforeit could be com-
posed (though | suppose the model would shift as issues came up
in the process of composition). And for the computer composi-
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tion and other digital processing, we have essentially broken the
building blocks down into grains of 1/44100th of a second to be
recombined appropriately into other sounds.

It's interesting, too, how a set of tools, once built, could gen-
erate severa different pieces. A section of the book MUSICAGE
shows the process that John Cage used to create a version of
Ryoanjii with cellist Michael Bach. The same process generated
different versions of the piece for other ensembles and instru-
ments.

Cage also used Jim Rosenberg's Mesostics programs to create
a variety of works, and later used program output created by
Andrew Culver in creating the Number Pieces and related works.
Still, the Number Pieces, like the Ten Thousand Things series
before them, had a great variety in Cage's use of thetools. | won-
der if much research has gone on into the differences between
these pieces and what influenced those choices not built into the
program.

A similar granularization (?) of language has also gone on in
the work of, for example, the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets. With
syntax and shared meaning no longer necessarily a given, some
poets feel freed (and some feel forced) to atomize things to the
level of bare words and letters and start again.

And | suppose the same thing has happened in other arts too
(visual arts, for sure; I'm not as familiar with dance and theater) in
this century. Interesting times...
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Joseph Zitt 22-0OCT-96, 2:23

[S]omething struck me in discussing my ensemble work with my
mother (who is an elementary school music teacher) last Saturday
afternoon:

In a sense, the zero tech ensemble work relates to the tradi-
tional Jewish concept of the Sabbath: by choosing not to involve
ourselves, for a set period of time, with technologies or instru-
ments other than our own bodies and our texts and the occasional
simple objects that we happen to have at hand, we are freed to
concentrate on the capabilities inherent in ourselves and in our
interactions with the others in the group. We work with our own
possibilities and limitations in creating the sounds and actions
that make up our performances and rehearsals.

Of course, we can and do choose to actively use the outside
technologies in our work outside of the actua performance/
rehearsal work, but for these specia bubbles of time, we agree to
focus ourselves by limiting our tools.

(...and it's interesting how the work keeps looping back, for
many of us, to our religious upbringings and spiritual work, even
though most of us don't consider ourselves religious...)

Douglas Cohen 22-OCT-96, 11:40
That is a good point which you make about spiritual upbringing.

It is something which isastrong influence in most all art yet itis
rarely discussed. Stephen Mosko has pointed out, and | agree
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with his view, that a large part of the difference between John
Cage and Morton Feldman in their musical aesthetic comes down
to the one coming from a Protestant background and the other
Jewish, yet neither was religious (and both shared similar inter-
estsin science, art and philosophy).

Joseph Zitt 27-0OCT-96, 19:22

Stephen Mosko's statement about Cage and Feldman rings true.
I've afeeling that Cage's hacking away at admittedly tedious pro-
cesses that took a very long time to generate aresult owes some-
thing to the so-called "Protestant work ethic" (the best exemplar
of which I've known, however, was my very Jewish grandfather).

I'm not sure what in Feldman's music I'd pin down to a Jewish
influence, other than, for example, the synagogue melody that
crops up in Rothko Chapel. There is one process that he uses,
however, that may point back to the synagogue: the way, in some
pieces, multiple performers work from the same score and gradu-
aly get out of sync. This is one of the sounds I've enjoyed in
prayers. often people start out together, then drop in volume and
go at their own speed, joining up again when all have reached the
end.

Similarly, the use of repetitions and abrupt changes in Feld-
man's later music ties into an aspect of Jewish nervousness and
humour: the idea that you can never let yourself get too comfort-
ablein asituation, since things can change radically at any time. |
would frequently hear as a child (though I'm not surefrom whom,
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exactly—it was just sort of in the air) that it was just in situations
where the Jews were getting comfortable that you would have to
be most aware of the possibility of a pogrom or its equivaent
blowing through town.

Some of the musical gestures in Feldman's work may echo
the "sigh in the voice" of cantorial music, and touch on traditional
tonalities. (I wonder, if he were still alive, if Feldman would be
creating work for John Zorn's wonderful "Radical Jewish Cul-
ture" project...)

That's it for now...
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