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"�e Instrument that is played by the Mind Alone"
ABSTRACT

�is thesis contains plans for an original opera and many of the associations and conceptual 
ideations related to the process of its development. From the playing �elds of FROZEN 
WORDS  and MOMENTARY DEITIES we arrive at the new hermeneutic of PRISMATIC 
HEARING and CONFUSIONARY ART, the Abduction of Meaning through Sound, and 
Evolutionary �eory as applied to Music. Examining some ground-breaking operas of the 
current era, I endeavor to �nd a meaning, aided by the ontological mapping of media: how does 
it play out and where, what form does this new expression take? Using McLuhan's Laws of 
Media and methods of antilogy, paradox and metaphor not to prove a point but to demonstrate 
a process of thought into personal and artistic resonance. Utilising a series of "think bombs" like 
the Tibetan Buddhist "terma" or hidden treasure: a depth charge waiting to be revealed by the 
correct medium, at the audience's level of understanding, and in their own time. Uncovering the 
Demiurge. �ese concepts are in parallax to the musical compositions, lyrics, and media �les of 
the opera which is a component of this thesis.



!

!"#$%&'(&)'*!%*!+
 
I. Introduction  …...............................….........................................................................  5
II. Essays on concept and context 
     1.  !"#!$#%&'('&%)%*"#!…...............................................................................................  11
2.   Embracing Hermeneutics  …................................................................................  14
3.   Umwelt theory   …................................................................................................  17
4.   Abduction of Meaning  ….....................................................................................  19
5.   Mythology of Words   ….......................................................................................  26
6.   the Demiurge  …...................................................................................................  29
7.   �oughts on Opera  …..........................................................................................  31
8.   To Touch the Invisible …......................................................................................  37
9.   Music and Evolution  ….......................................................................................  42
10.  Confusionary Art and Prismatic Hearing  …......................................................  47

III. Methodology

Thoughts on �esis ….......................................................................................    50
(multi modal forms of opera and thesis, book, paper, performance, ontology)

IV. Results – media �les   THESIS_�nal/D.Simons.�esis.Media_�les/music.and.video.page.html
   sound �les: 

Flamenco Benyameen
I was born
Genesis McLu
Occupational �erapy
Rear View Mirror

video:
Talking snowball  
Opera within the opera
Dark Matter meets MAX

lyrics / opera libretto …........................................................................................  52

V.  Future research
EEG headsets and future plans …............................................................  55
conclusion/production/ performance/ World tour

VI. Addendum

Laws of Media (illustration)  …...............................................................  58
My Musical DNA (interactive website)   …............................................   59
Proposal  …..............................................................................................   60
Genesis McLu (music score)  …..............................................................   65

VII. Works Cited   …........................................................................................................  71

!!!

http://www.simons-karrer.com/THESIS_final/D.Simons.Thesis.Media_files/music.and.video.page.html


5

INTRODUCTION to a THESIS

Early in my studies at !e New School I came across some ideas that really ignited my thought 
processes. It was at once surprising and at the same time an a"rmation of what I had already 
intuited, and which on the surface is plainly obvious: MEANING  is a SITE of STRUGGLE.  I'm 
not  referring to a physical altercation (although that frequently occurs with opposing ideologies), 
but the struggle to understand, the struggle for competing interpretations, the struggle to 
communicate, to be heard, to transmit a viewpoint, and the struggle to have access to hear these 
voices.

No doubt others have written volumes on insight and cognition,  but when I read Lance Strate 
referencing Susan K Langer "Language is not the medium of meaning, Meaning is the medium of 
language" (Durig; Strate) something clicked inside my head.

If the fundamental aspect of meaning is symbolic transformation then yes, even a dead body can 
communicate. !e medium of meaning might engender or require new languages, a new science  to 
express it, or a change in perspective - if you can't see it, or embrace the concept,  or reference the 
sense-object from one angle,  then try to reposition yourself and it might become apparent, like a 
holographic image that changes from the angle of viewing.  In this illustration of a dead body 
speaking volumes, forensic science will translate the messages of how and when this death occured, 
which could reveal the cause and e#ect relationship: was it a crime, or a pre-existing condition, or an 
accident? Alexander Durig also references Alfred North Whitehead  (1861–1947) "!us symbolism 
is a prime means of communicating vocabularies of meaning" (Whitehead 1926) 1 .  

In my thesis proposal, which is included as an addendum, I write about the de-familiarization 
process, the Verfremdungse!ekt of Brechtian theater, which may present a character or situation you 
think you already know, but when taken out of its typical context, produces an alienation or 
distancing e#ect on the audience. !e original assumptions no longer apply, and this forces a new, 
inward glance. One of my neologisms is “Confusionary Art” a process by which the reader or listener 
is jangled and shaken, blindfolded and spun around, reversed position until everything they thought 
they knew is now in question. (see Proposal)

1. Whitehead also sagely stated  “Nature is a structure of evolving processes" (1927)
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!e goal in this thesis is to draw a diagram of how my own thoughts are triggered by speci$c  
in%uences, resulting in a body of work as a creative artist, and culminating in the musical 
compositions and future plans for an original opera. "!e Instrument that is played by the Mind Alone"  
is a metaphor for the way we function in our world of symbols and perceptions, words and images, 
sounds, gestures and computer code. We imbue meaning on these things which in turn transform us. 
To resist or dismiss this process altogether, you'd be swallowed by automatism. Seen in this light 
(and even if we're unconscious of it) we invent the world we live in every day; either that or someone 
else will invent it for us (like Big Brother). !e other, literal aspect of the title ("!e Instrument . . .") 
is an actual headset that reads EEG brain activity and transmits these impulses to a programmable 
software called Max that can read the changes and respond sonically.  In this thesis I am  attempting 
to weave together essays on my conceptual approach, and place it in the context of philosophies that 
have examined these issues, and with the golden thread of understanding as a connective tissue, 
create a unique body of knowledge and artwork. !is Introduction is a means of unifying the 
concepts through their relationship, and in the order they appear when possible;  in the process new 
information and new examples come to light.

Back in 1972 when I $rst began listening to the California composer Harry Partch and his 
microtonal music, I felt that new areas of my brain were opening up.  Certainly neurons were $ring. 
One composition in particluar, from "Delusion of !e Fury"  was described as "on a Japanese !eme".  
At the time I didn't really catch the cultural reference, and was intrigued to know how his intention 
to "interpret" Japanese music  squared with what I was actually hearing, or to see how it in%uences 
his musical thoughts without  becoming overtly suggestive of its source.  A Japanese theme clearly 
meant  something di#erent to him as to me, because I couldn't really detect it. I found out later this 
Japanese theme was not  a musical one, but a story taken from NOH theater.2  But look at what 
gyrations my mind went through to come to this conclusion. I believed, and still do, that Partch had 
to re-create the world as he saw it, as he dreamt it, and not simply inherit the layering of obligatory 
traditions.  Partch's last major piece is called  "!e Dreamer that Remains".  3

2.  Thanks to Chris Forbes for his helpful review of the CD re-release on Amazon.

3.   I had the honor of a visiting Harry Partch in 1974, just months  before he died, including a personal guided 
tour of his instruments and his home in San Diego. Drinking wine under a tree in the zoo, he said we 
percussionists and composers from Cal Arts were like the acorns which fell from his tree. 
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 I have shown a few examples of drastic interpretations of the classics,  notably Glen Gould's  
posthumous version of sped-up Bach and a Beethoven which is  slowed down tremendously.  Both 
o#er  new views of great and familiar music, which having a#ected us as a culture , we now return 
the favour and alter the music, re-interpreting it for our age, our ears.

Next on our list of subject headings to introduce is hermeneutics. Has anyone made the 
connection between Hermes the Greek messenger of the gods, and Marshall Mcluhan, messenger of 
the medium?  Trickster and coyote, mediator between the gods themselves, and between the gods 
and man.  An in depth thesis could be written on this parallel, which would include feats of oratory, 
literature, and invented instruments, Hermes /McLuhan a “prophet of discourse”. (Orphic Hymn)

!e issue of whether  to interpret and translate the Bible/Talmud/Koran/Ramayana/ 'Good 
Book' literally or as metaphoric/poetic literature could mean life or death to  fundamentalists in 
many religions. It still does, in fact and we've been tackling this problem for a long  time. Yet the 17 
words for snow in the Inuit language and none for an empty room in Hopi speaks more of the 
relation between person to object or action than abstract space or political or religious ideology. 
What is the underlying cultural bias, or age, era, socio-economic status, gender of your perception? 
How was the original text or artwork intended, and how many versions and translations exist with 
competing meanings?

Some Operational De$nitions are called for here. Umwelt, literally translated from the German 
language means simply 'the environment'. But as a philosophical theory Umwelt are the 
environmental factors that a#ect the behaviour of an animal or individual.  !ese include the 
perceptual horizon, the interpretation of signs, and therefore the ability to create meaning and 
structure from sensory perception.  In this “post-historic world” of American culture we $nd  "an 
electronic Umwelt in which history is replaced with movies, education is replaced with 
entertainment, and nature is replaced with technology". (!ompson)

Abduction is another term that has multiple interpretations - either it means forcible 
kidnapping, or like its logic-kin deduction, it is a way of assigning a meaning or conclusion based on 
circumstantial evidence. What personal, scienti$c or artistic associations can we add to an event to 
give it meaning, or obtain revision?  Adding proof, by way of insight into the musical worlds of 
expression, remediating or translating data from numbers (which in themselves are only abstract 
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representation) into sound. !is is what I will call Abduction of Meaning, through sonication,  
soni$cation, interspecies communication, acoustic ecology.

Words in themselves have the power to alter people's lives. I'm referencing $rst the "think 
bombs" of  Marshall McLuhan, and IDEAS that are Instruments - full of potential and waiting to 
be played, as a musician might say.  !ese are related to the  "frozen words" of the ancient Greeks: 
when these words which embody high concepts, $nally (if ever), thaw out in a person's  mind, this 
person will have undergone a transformation of age and maturity. Voicing a "momentary diety" is the 
opposite process - in the space of a word, the time it takes to name or invoke a god who represents 
an aspect of nature, this entity will appear, do his job, and then "subside into inexistence".  !e 
vocalist will have thus accomplished a small miracle.

!is dei$cation and the %uid nature of creating something from nothing is taken up by  another 
ancient concept, the Demiurge. !is is mentioned in Plato's Timaeus and is also part of  the Gnostic 
conception. !ese "junior gods" are the creators, the producers, the script writers, the set designers, 
the composers, the grand visionary artists. Sounds a bit like the backstage mechanics of making a 
$lm or an opera. From the formless void comes a spark of inspiration leading eventually to the 
physical manifestation. And as a re%ection of the circularity of  life, a reverse engineering of time and 
space brings particle physics and the mysterious Higgs boson into view - "the God particle".  If we 
knew what kind of energy $elds existed in the split second AFTER the Big Bang, we'd be well on 
our way to understanding the demiurgic building blocks of life. 

How do I ensure people see data the same way I'm looking at it? Create a  Fusion Table 
(Google) to structure relationships within the data.  I haven't done that, and so my look at the 
current state of opera is not in the least encyclopedic, but it does cover a certain area.  !is is an 
opinionated survey of new approaches to opera, from which the reader can build their own 
framework.

When reanimating digital samples of audio and video, their cultural references are also 
transferred. By using one medium to control another (light controlling sound, audio which  alters 
image 4) technology from di#erent eras can revisit the past and assemble new meaning.  !ink of this 

4. See media files for “The Talking Snowball” video of live performance, manipulation of sound by moving an 
image infront of a camera, “Occupational Therapy” for motion controlled Theremin triggering of samples
<http://simons   -karrer.com/THESIS_final/D.Simons.Thesis.Media_files/music.and.video.page.v6.html  > 
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as a  musical telescope, peering into the 'way-back machine' 5 (or way forward)   conjuring sound 
signi$ers - our associative sense memories. 

!is touching of the invisible, essentially mediating the unseen is akin to the instrument 
!eremin, on which I have developed ways of using motion and proximity to trigger digitally stored 
sound events. (see media $les) Interdimensionality is the key, which science has determined is B %at. 
6 (Overbye)

My essay on Music and Evolution was originally written to accompany a performance and 
visiting lecture at SUNY Binghamton of "Schismism: Natural Law".  !is multi-media piece was 
written by Lisa Karrer, with music by David Simons. !e performance is about Charles Darwin - his 
theories of evolution and especially the evolution of his theories, as important facts of his life, family 
and privileged social position helped give birth to ideas that shook the very foundation of biological 
science. My examination of some of the ideas of great composers, $lmmakers  and theoreticians of 
modern music, in terms of perception and organization of sound, are mirror to this process of 
evolution, and not neccesarily a historical evolution of musical forms. Please see "My Musical DNA" 
addendum and read accompanying essay "Why a Map".

Other chapters in this thesis refer to the "poetic pathology" of Prismatic Hearing. I shall leave 
the references scattered throughout, but I would like to quote Ralph Waldo Emerson: "Away with 
your prismatics, I want a spermatic book."  (Emerson, Journals March 1841) Interesting he lists 
Plato $rst in spermatic thinkers, and how demiurgic that is. While impregnating a mind and culture 
with new modes of thought it also implies the female principle of giving birth, creating activity and 
new life in the world.  

Some of the possible extended and theoretical forms a thesis of this kind could take (see the 

5. !e WayBack Machine is named after the Peabody's Improbable History segment on the Rocky and Bullwinkle 
TV Show, See also <http://archive.org/web/web.php> this archival website is a portal to how we saw and 
documented the world at various times in the history of the internet.

6. !e lowest note in the universe. See also my article on radio waves in space “Radio Galaxy”, Radiotexte 
(Semiotexte 1993), theorizing that extraterrestrials would hover around the vibratory frequency of hydroxyl, 
thought to be the central atom that can create water, biological structures, support life, and makes alcohol. 
Radiotelescopes are searching those frequencies for the meeting place/message board of "Ye Olde Watering 
Hole" in Outer Space.
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chapter “!oughts on !esis”) include the embedding of circuitry into the fabric of a book, making 
contact by the human touch, triggering sound. I took a "soft circuits" workshop at Harvestworks and 
made a prototype interactive book. !is could be developed further commercially, but the iPad 
touch-screen technology makes this somewhat irrelevant, an atavism.

Another long term project that could have commercial, artistic, therapeutic and prosthetic 
applications is the title piece "!e Instrument that is Played by the Mind Alone".  I've been working 
on this project for years, and with evolving technology incrementally achieving results, but as of this 
writing I have not realized the success of playing a musical instrument with my mind. However, 
along the way to this "Holy Grail", the voyage is  most interesting. 

A proposal to !e New School for the funding of this opera of mine as an interdisciplinary/ 
intra-school performance laboratory will be initiated. In lieu of  that I shall proceed to engage 
producers and granting institutions to fund this project. !e music $les which are included in this 
thesis are primarily Midi realizations of  what would be spacial, moving live performance pieces.  
!e audio and video can be found at this address: 

http://simons-karrer.com/THESIS_$nal/D.Simons.!esis.Media_$les/music.and.video.page.v6.html

I must mention the literary and philosophical in%uence of Walter Benjamin on this thesis. 
I have found his writing to be especially thought provoking and poetic, complete with images 

and metaphors to aid the germination of these seeds of understanding.  He seems to take the reader 
by the hand and leads them through a walk in his intellectual garden.  !e piece titled "Flamenco 
Benyameen" uses actual Flamenco clapping rhythms arranged for clicking sticks and tuned Gamelan 
pots (reyong). A string quartet is added to that shifting counterpoint. !e lyrics are an adaptation of 
Benjamin's essay on !e Storyteller where "a moral twines the story like ivy round a wall". 
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On INTERPRETATION
On Interpretation, speci!cally by a musical performer acting upon a composer's music and score 
annotations, and especially in view of the composer's  life history, as demonstrated by  contemporary 
violinist Christian Tetzla" [b 1966,Germany]:

"When the solo part [of Alban Berg's 1935 Violin Concerto ] touched on a Carinthian 
folk melody that may be a coded reference to the domestic servant who was Berg's !rst 
love, and with whom he secretly fathered a child as a teenager, Tetzla"'s tone darkened 
and deepened."                  -Jeremy Eichler, "String !eorist", !e New Yorker, 8/27/12

What exactly does this passage imply - that the journalist had an epiphany that allowed him 
"backstage" access to the performer's cue sheet? #at a critic's interpretation of a performer's 
interpretation is a bona !de insight into the composer's emotional  history as it relates to his actual 
factual historicity (and so adding to the legendary) ? 

Again, the scholarship of hermeneutics is evident in translating or interpreting from an artwork 
the life experience of its creator, but was the reverse process of artistic creation full of such conscious 
decisions? Or was the composer unaware or even uncaring of the associations an informed listener adds 
to the work? Now we'll never be able to hear that passage of music again without seeing of the image of 
young Berg enamored with his family Milchmådchen. 

As most of Berg's compositions are "permeated by cyphers" and numerology, as be!ts a student 
of Arnold Schoenberg, this attaching of emotional meaning to a musical roadmap is quite natural.  
Adorno, in his book "Alban Berg, Master of the Smallest Link"  even draws conclusions relating to the 
physical stature of the man (who was his teacher), a very tall man, contrasting with his musical notes 
and phrases that vanish, transitioning to a state of nothingness as a reductive formal and structural 
technique. Even as he drew upon his and music history's very recent Romantic past, Berg "at the same 
time carried its burden, one that bowed his tall frame. It left its unmistakable physiognomic features on 
his work. Berg's impulse toward self e"acement, towards self obliteration" was mirroring his physical 
and emotional life. If you're too tall, make yourself smaller; if if too small, compensate in a big way.  
Composer Morton Feldman (1926-87) was a heavy man with a brash personality, yet his music is just 
the opposite: soft, subtle, and  intimate. 
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When I truly heard Berg's Altenberg Lieder for the !rst time I wept for the death of tonality. It 
was a sentimental farewell to the past. And when in the course of my research, I read  that Berg's wife 
may have been the illegitimate o"spring of Emperor Franz Joseph, it made a kind of sense that one 
fateful strand of art, "the second Viennese school" resonating with Hannah Arendt's paradigm of “the 
deadly impact of new thoughts” (Men in Dark Times) would simultaneously signal the end -  and the 
new beginning, a renewal of tradition through a destruction (actually deconstruction) of the past.

Some interesting examples in the art of musical interpretation:

Pianist Glenn Gould's version of Bach's Goldberg Variations is famous for its burning fast 
tempos and high de!nition of contrapuntal lines.  In a re-recording of his 1955 performance data 
activating a Disclavier (an actual acoustic piano which is mechanically controlled) on what would have 
been his 74th birthday in 2006, 

“#e Zenph re-performance is a revelation in its clarity, depth, and vibrancy.  Gould seems to 
play at an almost inhuman speed and yet with complete accuracy.”

 Gould's biographer Kevin Bazzana writes of the CD:  “Gould's musical personality is unquestionably 
present..."  (Bach/Sony Classics).  Did I mention that he died in 1982,  24 years before this latest 
recorded performance? I don't think I could add another layer of irony to this.

#e extreme slowing down of Beethoven's 9th Symphony from just over one hour (the typical 
duration) to a start-to-!nish 24 hour sonic experience in '9 Beet Stretch' by Leif Inge is a total and 
complete transformation. (Beethoven/Inge). 

No  “music” was altered except for the tempo.  I'm putting “music”  in quotation because the 
written notes of the score are being played in the order they were composed, at pitch, but what we are 
hearing is an immersive environment like no other Beethoven Ninth you've ever had. #ere are over 
111 documented professional recorded versions of the symphony (classicalarchives.com , via  
http://www.quora.com ), so the obsessive listener can choose an interpretation by their favorite 
conductor, orchestra, or  concert hall.  As for the premier performance in 1824 of one of the most 
famous pieces of Western classical music ever written: according to one eyewitness,  at the end of the 
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piece “Beethoven was several measures o" and still conducting. Because of that, the contralto Caroline 
Unger walked over and turned Beethoven around to accept the audience's cheers and applause.” He was 
quite deaf at the time. (Beethoven/Wikipedia).  Again the ironies abound.

In view of religious text, people were routinely put to death AND WORSE for the heretical 
crime of not interpreting the Bible according to the prevailing  political /religious regime. Referencing 
the Gnostic version of the "secret"doctrine of Jesus: ("Guard the Mysteries for me" Peter quotes JC 7 ) 
inaccuracy and the hermeneutics of ideology which changes over time “is evident from the 
contradictions, blunders, and clumsy repatching of the mistakes of every preceding century by the 
discoveries of the succeeding one. #ese mistakes, in a number of manuscripts claimed to be authentic, 
are sometimes so ridiculous as to bear on their face the evidence of being pious forgeries." (Blavatsky)

7 Simon Peter, aka St Peter - The name Simon was his proper name, also a tribe of Israel; 
Peter/pater=family/lineage. JC=JesuCristo.

The first epistle 1 Peter 1:1  http://bible.cc/1_peter/1-1.htm   also  http://biblesuite.com/greek/4826.htm
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EMBRACING HERMENEUTICS

Johann August Ernesti (1707-81), in his Instruction for the Interpreter of the New Testament says 
that "di!erent languages posses markedly di!erent conceptual resources" (Forster). 
"is of course is an obvious statement - who but the Inuit would have 17 words for snow (or by some 
accounts as many as 100 words).  ""e example refers to the power that cultural interests or setting 
have on the structure of language". (Martin)8 

Benjamin Lee Whorf 's theory of linguistic relativity or determinism is quite fascinating, the 
notion that speci#c language structures were developed by a people expressing a unique way of 
"perceiving and conceiving the natural world" around them. And if this is true for spoken language and 
written word, why not for the languages of image, #lm, art, music and performance. (see also 
“constructed languages” 9). All these aspects of  language are a window on the culture . "e Hopi 
"expression formally equivalent to English 'my room' DOES NOT EXIST. . . for Hopi society does 
not reveal any individual proprietorship or retainership" of empty space. Hollow spaces are not named 
as objects are, but rather located, positioned in relation to other spaces or parts of a building. (Whorf )

Another example of this, if I may add a culture to the  Italian, Inuit and Hopi while speaking of 
the  German philosophy of hermeneutics, is the Bahasa Indonesian phrase "jam karet" which literally 
means "rubber time".  "e conceptual basis of this word coupling is that things unfold in their own 
time, not clock time which is mechanical, nor the ephemeral or eternal or timeless, not right or wrong 
time, not late or early, but a stretchable, malleable use of time.  "e examination of the nature of time 
itself is a wholly separate issue, but it is within this elasticity, this moment, that a glimpse into the 
culture that produced the language is possible.  Your ride hasn't shown up, but don't be too upset, 
because there's simply nothing you can do about it. "e use of your time during this elastic period 
should not be spent fretting, or anxious, but constructively, creatively, or restfully - almost as if a gift of 
extra time was made possible by the Forces that Be, triggered by the power of language. In another, 
Jamesian vein (eternity in a second and in#nity in a grain of sand) an idea can be apprehended in a 
'split second' as complete work of art, which will then take days, months or years to  manifest and (if 
ever) complete.

8.  Upon further investigation,  ""e structure of Eskimo grammar means that the number of "words"for snow is 
literally incalculable" which leads to "Certainly, we have little control over the processes of folklorization"  [that 
can remove scholarly statements from their rightful context and cause misinterpretation."](Martin)
9.  Language Creation Society  http://conlang.org/press.php
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Forster  also adds that in view of Ernesti and pre-Freudian thought, "linguistic interpretation 
needs to be complemented by a side [dish] . . . that focuses on authorial psychology . . .  to make it 
possible to penetrate authorial individuality in conceptualization." (ibid) "is type of hermeneutics gets 
into the mind of the author, or composer in the modern sense of "what was he thinking?", which term 
is often now used to connote "is he unaware of how other people will read this?", or more likely 
"doesn't he care how others will interpret it", but keeping in mind the personal ordeals, tragic or 
otherwise the author is going through at the time.  Authorial psychology is of course a driving force in 
the creation of art – a coded  manifestation of subconscious messages and revelatory processes. Taken 
to the extreme in regards to the founders and adherents of certain religions (and perhaps universally), 
Dr. C. Jess Groesbeck, a psychiatrist who conducted forensic examinations in Jon Krakauer's book 
about Mormon fundamentalists, describes how the devout fanatic “feels low, worthless . . . he 
compensates by creating a new but unreal view of himself and the world” and thus his “revelation was a 
delusional artifact" (Krakauer: 164). If you believe it or can convince the public of a statements' veracity 
then it is defacto "true".  Musicians and poets cast spells, as do gifted politicians and preachers. But in a 
milder version of this power we're also speaking of the bias and point of view in literature that purports 
to be journalistic, expository, or exegetical, in guiding your thoughts to a desired conclusion.

As Luther,  Spinoza and Vico have written before, one must keep in mind the historical horizon 
and cultural context of the time period both of the writing and the reading, while questioning the 
authority of interpretation, the bias of translation.  Actions, which speak louder than words, can be seen 
or interpreted hermeneutically as well because of the symbolism involved, and this brings us to 
Freudian interpretation  and unconscious motivations. As Euripides and many others before and after 
have advised,  "question everything" (including this quote: “Art is always and everywhere the secret 
confession, and at the same time the immortal movement of its time” -Karl Marx10).

If  "meaning is word usage" (Forster, re: Herder, Schleiermacher), then a new usage is a new 
meaning. "rough recontextualizing and the abduction process, we imbue texts, images, sound and 
action with meaning. Same word, new generation, new meaning. 

10 .  "anks to Eugene Hirschfeld for clarifying the correct origins of this quote in Marxist !eory of Art  “"e Marx 
quotation that never was”  http://marxist-theory-of-art.blogspot.com/2009/08/marx-quotation-that-never-
was.html .  See instead Adolph Bernhard Marx.
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Virginia Woolf said, in a beautiful 1937 BBC interview on her relationship with language 
("Words Fail Me") to the e!ect that Words like to be useful; some words like to be next to other words, 
they like to have more than one meaning; words that are commonplace in one generation lose all 
meaning for the next. 

And in music, chord progressions with melodies that you can predict, which reinforce our 
expectations and provide an a$rmation of belonging to a time and place, generationally identi#able 
genres: these are the comfort of music to some. We agree on a common reference. But to others this is 
the sinkhole to avoid, the pablum of popular taste,  Adorno's torture chamber. 
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Umwelt theory

Umwelt is a German word that signi!es the sensory environment. 
""e goal of the Umwelt-theory is to study the subjective universe of an organism" (Sharov)

A large and fast moving animal's sense of space is obviously quite di#erent than that of a tiny 
crawling  insect. "e jaguar or eagle can identify objects from a much further distance and act upon 
their impulse, quickly covering a large area. For an ant the next !eld might as well be another world 
away (but who knows, they may be sensing pheromones and electrical communication, vibratory 
messages from miles away). "e $ower may be a sign for food and nourishment for the bee (or is it 
another heavy labor-intensive collection day for the drone), or a $ower could indicate a good hiding 
place for a mosquito, a keep out sign for a deer (depending on the color), a $owering plant could be 
welcome shade for a lazy dog, or landing pad for a butter$y; for humans the $ower usually has a 
decorative meaning: happy,  life a%rming; but for those people with pollen allergy, $owers mean 
something else entirely - the encounter could signal the start of a whole season to su#er through. From 
the exact same sense-object comes multiple signs and meanings, depending on the perceiving 
organisms biological needs and evolutionary programming. 

For Uexküll ( Jakob von Uexküll 1864-1944, Estonia) it is within the subjective sensory 
environment of a particular organism's  Umwelt that signs become useful carriers of meaning. Because 
sense receptors are located in various parts of the body, there are local signs (physical-personal) , and 
also directional signs (spacial-distance) which involve movement and depth of !eld, operational signs 
(signal-impulse) causing muscle re$ex, time based signs (sunset, harvest, approaching storm), relational 
signs (between objects or other organisms); these all feed into an organizing structure of sense 
perception and the interpretation of content. 

With Semiotics "the meaning is determined by the structure of signs. [Charles] Peirce viewed 
structure as a product of evolution of signs. "e meaning can be expressed in a particular structure, but 
the structure can be replaced by another structure without a change in the meaning"(Sharov).  However 
by Uexkull's de!nition each organism's Umwelt is di#erent, and so the meanings of the signs are too, 
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therefore even if the content varies, the structure and method of receiving messages remains the same. 
!is echoes the James Tenney quote about John Cage and musical content vs structure: "chicken or 
beef, it doesn't matter, the structure of the dinner is the same".  Cage might have been implying that 
unless we fundamentally change the structure, or the way structure is created,  it hardly matters what 
sounds you actually work with.

It has been this writer's experience that placing the same content in di"erent containers changes 
its shape, its use, its context; adding new material to its makeup alters the #avor, and ultimately its 
meaning. McLuhan of course has said the medium is the message – whatever information you receive 
is greatly a"ected by how you receive it, possibly even overpowered by the medium.  Now it is with 
sampling and endless digital manipulation that an innocent statement (musical or textual) can be 
transformed into prophetic and dizzying tesseract of cultural reference. 

In terms of the Electronic Mediasphere,  the Umwelt of today di"ers vastly from just a few 
decades ago.
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!e Abduction of Meaning:
using sound to explain and alter the phenomenal world

We approach the multi-faceted concept that Charles Peirce termed 'abduction'  "rst through 
Gregory Bateson's interpretation: seeking insight through analogies, and seeing patterns of 
relationship. !at is, to combine the thread of one set of observations with another data set we infer a 
conclusion. Belief revision, in philosophy and in arti"cial intelligence, is the process of updating and 
adapting beliefs and theories in view of new information, and is often the result of the abduction 
principle. "Artwork prompts the viewer to perform an abduction that imbues the artwork with 
intentionality" according to Alfred Gell (1984) . "!e abductive inference converts what may be a 
surprising fact into something plausible upon considering it hypothetically as the result of applying a 
certain rule to a concrete case." (W. Castañares, 1994)  Our main concern in this paper is that "It is 
abduction which introduces innovation, which starting from facts, broadens our knowledge by means 
of explanatory theories." (Nubiola, 1997). Of its creative nature, "abduction concedes to the subject a 
maximum of freedom to explain the inexplicable credibly". (Nubiola)

All of these scholarly references serve as an introduction to some ideas that  may at "rst sound 
unlikely, but  when viewed as a logical platform of expression, one can begin to accept both as science 
and as art: 

Listening to the sun, Playing the weather, Disrupting viruses and bacteria with sound  
waves, Converting amino acid proteins into musical sequences, Interspecies  
communication through playback of their own songs, Data streams of continual lightning  
strikes as a musical determinant.

It is probably due in large part to R. Murray Schafer 's breakthough study "!e Tuning of the 
World" (Schafer, 1977)  that the concept of Acoustic Ecology was born. Not that such a thing didn't 
exist before! (that's like saying Henry Hudson discovered the Hudson River - actually it was already 
there, existing in it's own "dialectical nunc".) [Groethuysen, Bogue p.137]
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    !e mediating relationship of listener to environment through sound.   (Truax, p12)

What did the city sound like 100 years ago? or 300, or 500? Because of technology and human 
intervention, we have radically altered the soundscape. No more clacking  horses hooves on brick, now 
it's the super heavy bass in surround-sound car radios. Not street vendors hawking their wares, but 
people talking out loud to no-one on invisible phones.  Although it's too far a stretch in terms of life 
and death issues to equate the two, Shafer's book did for the Soundscape what Rachel Carson's Silent 
Spring did for the Environment  - made us aware. “Today it must have top priority,”  Marshall McLuhan 
wrote in a short blurb for the book. Sonography, which is  analogous to geography, is the notation that 
was developed to pro"le sound in the spacial environment. 

                     Time and Amplitude Soundscape of a 12 hour period in BC, Canada               (Truax, 2001)
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At this point the ideas inherent in the practice of Soni!cation make alot of sense. One takes a 
stream of data and converts it, with consistency, and with some method of choice (timbre, tonality, 
orchestration) into sound. !is could also be considered Music, if we allow Edgar Varese's de"nition: 
"music is organized sound". Whether music is a language, or a problem-solving methodology, or a 
therapy, or an art, is a moot point. One could even call it entertainment, which as Niklas Luhman so 
delightfully describes “has the function of destroying super#uous time in modern leisure culture." 
(Luhman, 2000).

In Soni!cation, or in other practices involving sound such as Sonar (echo-location) or 
Sonication (audible vibrations causing molecular change) it is "functionality, rather than simply 
aesthetic quality or the absence of annoyance,” that “becomes the criterion for design”. (Truax, p14).

A valuable study of solar winds was conducted recently at the University of Michigan, in which 
researchers needed an acoustic model, or musical representation, to hear information and detect 
patterns that their eyes might have missed. Instead of the numbers displayed graphically, the data was 
'soni"ed'. One could hear the variations of intensity in charged particles and audibly monitor sunspots. 
!is could be crucial because increased activity of electromagnetic waves could damage computers and 
other electronic communication. Composer Robert Alexander interpreted the data provided by 
researchers Jason Gilbert and Jim Raines. !e speed and density data of solar wind was collected by 
NASA satellite (http://www.physorg.com/news186418364.html) 

An early and well known use of Soni"cation was the 1970 record by composer Charles Dodge – 
Earth’s Magnetic Field. !e original liner notes state: “!e solar wind may be viewed as pushing against 
Earth’s magnetic "eld, in turn producing an equal but opposite push on the solar wind. . . any changes 
in [the solar wind] are quickly re#ected at the Earth’s surface as changes in the magnetic "eld". (New 
World Records, 1998).

Another group of scientists have also claimed "We have converted genome-encoded protein 
sequences into musical notes to reveal auditory patterns without compromising musicality. !e 
conversion will help make genomic coding sequences more approachable for the general public, young 
children, and vision-impaired scientists." (Takahashi and Miller, 2007). !e science involved in this is 
actually fascinating and for an artist, there couldn't be a more basic  cellular means of self expression. 
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!e question is: does the body hear this, does the organism resonate (couple) with the information? 
Audio samples of their work are on this site: (http://genomebiology.com/2007/8/5/405) 

---
"Every abduction may be seen as a double or multiple description of some object or event or sequence."

- Gregory Bateson, Mind and Nature 
---

Andrea Polli is a digital media artist  and a pioneer of weather soni!cation. She was Director of 
Integrated Media Arts at Hunter College/CUNY. Her work addresses issues related to science and 
technology in contemporary society. She is interested in global systems, the real time interconnectivity 
of these systems, and the e$ect of these systems on people and the environment. 'Atmospherics/Weather 
Works' (2004) is a 16-channel soni!cation of two historic storms that passed through New York City in 
1991. What she presented was not an audio recording of the storm, but rather the data feed of complex 
changing relationships between wind, temperature, humidity and pressure over time, that are taken and 
modeled, or simulated. !ose numbers now become the basis for a musical or sonic realization. Listen 
to the piece here:  http://artport.whitney.org/gatepages/may04.shtml. In another installation piece, a 
real time daily weather model, images and data from the North Pole are presented with a 4-channel 
soni"cation and visualization of the information. !e project makes use of  custom software she helped 
to develop. !e data is not only a$ecting the pattern of sounds but the actual sounds themselves. Polli 
quotes Herbert Marcuse "the 'data' are reshaped and reordered in accordance with the demands of the 
art form."(the Aesthetic Dimension) and her work involves reshaping and reordering information 
using data soni"cation. (icad.org is the site for the international community of auditory display). Read 
full Interview on www.earroom.wordpress.com.  Her work was featured at the Media Ecology 
Convention of 2010 at the University of Maine.

SONICATION is almost the opposite approach as SONIFICATION. 
In general it's the act of applying sound waves to agitate particles in a sample or to disrupt particles in a 
solution. In  microbiology it's the process of dispersing or inactivating biological material (like viruses) 
by sound waves. A medical application of Sonication uses high frequency sound waves to disrupt 
biological membranes of bacteria. A teeth cleaning can be done this way, for example, or a bee's 
buzzing wings to release pollen from a #ower. A sonogram is similarly projecting sound, but di$erent 
in that it would be taking a picture with sound waves bouncing o$ the object (spatialization of 
ultrasound echo). 
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!e most dangerous use of sound would be the Sonic Gun. "!e weapon is called a long range 
acoustic device (LRAD), and consists of a powerful ampli"er and signal generator connected to a 
parabolic re#ector-speaker.  It creates a super loud mind-numbing shriek  and channels the sound 
along a very narrow beam. !e operator wears ear protection, and stands behind the speaker. !e idea is 
to begin by talking, a function this unit can perform over hundreds of metres. If that does not work, 
then the operator can ratchet up to the shrieking. Apparently the e$ect is stunning, and disabling, and 
can cause permanent hearing damage." (Mike McKenzie, http://seatalk.blogspot.com). It was used 
successfully against Somali pirates in 2005. And for the "rst time in public [on the public] against 
protesters at the Pittsburg G20 conference in Sept 2009!

Now back to health issues: if you happen to be working on frozen brain tissue, "Proteins from 
frozen tissue samples need to be extracted e%ciently and without degradation to make the best use of a 
limited resource and to ensure, as much as possible, that an accurate representation of the proteins in 
the living tissue is obtained. Sonication and ball mill grinding give considerably higher extraction yield 
than other means of tissue disintegration. !e aerosol that forms during sonication results in a loss of 
about 7.5% of the material as well as constituting a potential infection hazard. Sonication is also 
di%cult to perform without risk of contamination of the sample. Ball mill grinding can be performed 
in a sealed cryogenic tube, obviating all risk of losses, infection and contamination. We recommend ball 
mill grinding. Human tissue should be regarded as potentially contagious, and treated accordingly. 
(Protein Extraction From Frozen Brain Samples , Christer Ericsson and Monica Nistér, Karolinska 
Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden). http://www.biobanks.se/documents/Protein%20Extraction
%2020030807.pdf      One could also extract protein from plant leaf tissue by sonication. 
(http://www.biology-online.org)

Other studies and sound-art pieces dealing with the environment would include Annea 
Lockwood's "Sound Map of the Hudson River" which portrays the soundscape not of one place, but an 
Ecosystem, as the listener sonically moves along the length of the river. I happened to see the 
installation twice, in di$erent locations, and it was the same recorded material,  so I actually (and 
"guratively) stepped into the same river twice.  David First in his "Krackpot" composition had a few 
musicians (including myself ) perform while an internet feed from Alaska was sending his computer 
continually updated data on lightning strikes. !ese are called  Schumann Resonances, which cause the 
earth to resonate as if it were a giant bell. !rough use of the MAX/MSP software, he assigned sound 
processing to tones that were altered in real time by the data - until a Moose knocked over the array.
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"Playback is the technique of rebroadcasting natural or synthetic signals to animals and 
observing their response . . . without the potential confounding e$ects of other activities of the 
signaller." (Peter K. McGregor, ed, 1992). An early study used a recorded fox puppy call which caused a 
male fox to bring food to an empty box. But it  can also  be useful in determining the size , distance, 
and movements of wolf packs in the wild, for instance. Humans can easily imitate some animal sounds, 
and without dragging sound equipment into the "eld, "wolf howling has been a popular feature in 
Algonquin Park  [Ontario]". ( Douglas  Pimlott 1969). Animals have purpose in their calls, one of 
which is sometimes territorial. Interpreting the sounds and abducting the meaning, "animals can use 
vocalizations to signal their "ghting ability when the chance of escalating con#ict is high, thus avoiding 
unnecessary "ghts between individuals that di$er greatly in quality. !e advantage to low quality 
individuals is that they would avoid injuries, and high quality individuals would avoid wasting time on 
a "ght they would have won anyway." (McGregor)
 But in a lethal use of sound along the Mediterranean migratory #yways in Cyprus, Italy and 
Malta, electronic recordings of birdsongs are used illegally to attract birds which are then killed in 
massive numbers for sport as well as food. In the context of Earth's dwindling resources: 

"As it's waters are "shed clean by trawlers with sonar and e%cient nets, it's skies are 
vacuumed clean of migrants by the extremely e$ective technology of birdsong recording."  
( Johnathan Franzen)

And on the other side of the great divide:
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Jim Nollman, while playing electric guitar and waterphone with Orcas, (Killer Whales) of 
Vancouver Island: "!ey taught me a song, and when I turned out to be a slow learner, from their 
standpoint, they worked with me until I knew what I was doing and could duplicate it" (Ted Crail, 
1981). . . they'd come for rehearsal at the same time every night. "Part of performing the experiment 
successfully is recognizing that Orcas desire the contact." 

!e importance of this kind of learning and artful interaction is obvious.
Bateson, who worked with Dr. John Lilly  does not believe that dolphins have language for things or 
data, "but like  ourselves and other mammals, they are preoccupied with the patterns of their 
relationships." (Bateson, 1966)

---

Finally, I'd like to address some issues in mythology which deal with sound, noise, and the 
environment. If we think that the 21st century is the loudest and noisiest ever, because of our 
technological advancement, think again. In the Epic of Gilgamesh from the 3rd millenium BC we read 
in the Sumerian account of the #ood that:

In those days the world teemed, the people multiplied, the world bellowed like a wild bull, and the 
great god was aroused by the clamour. Enlil heard the clamour and he said to the gods in council, "!e uproar of 
mankind is intolerable and sleep is no longer possible by reason of the babel." So the gods in their hearts were 
moved to let loose the deluge. (Truax, p93) .

Was the Biblical #ood of Noah the same event? Was it also a punishment - just as the Sumerian 
gods  tried to drown out the noise of mankind - or rather was it a cybernetic re-adjustment for the 
unseemly direction mankind was taking.  Or maybe this deluge was the last major episode of global 
warming that ended the Ice Age. And myths had to be created to explain it. But that's my abduction.
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!e Mythology of Words
McLuhan reminds us of the myth of word-origin:

Plant a row of Dragon's teeth in your garden 
and from it will grow an army, 
"ghting amongst themselves
and enforcing the meaning of the written word.
 
   - from the Greek myth of Cadmus, grandson of Poseidon (McLuhan)

    
Cadmus was a Phoenician who founded !ebes. He  introduced the phonetic alphabet to the 

Greeks around 2000 BC. !is vowel-less script was later introduced to the rest of Europe and became 
the basis for most (Western) written languages.  Cadmus slew the dragon while searching for his sister 
Europa, but in harvesting the Dragon's teeth he unleashed the power of recorded thought and with it 
the battling authorities of text, language, translation. In this allegory the symbolic representation of 
teeth biting and tearing, in order to consume and digest, is the medium of the written word. (And the 
tongue - langue [language itself ] tasting each word as it is formed).     As McLuhan points out: "It can 
be argued . . . that the phonetic alphabet alone is the technology that has been the means of creating 
"civilized man" - the separate individuals equal before a written code of law."  (McLuhan 1994: 82-84). 
Phonetic language has the #exibility - to traverse spoken and written language - that ideograms and 
pictograms lack. 

MOMENTARY DEITIES

One uses Phonetic writing to abstract meaning from sound (of the words). And if one is 
unfamiliar with the language, then “the meaningless sign [is] linked to the meaningless sound” 
(McLuhan, 1962 : 50). "Until literacy deprives language of its multi-dimensional resonance [devoid of 
acoustic space ], every word is a poetic world unto itself, a "momentary deity" or revelation. . . " (ibid). !is 
is a very meaningful and potentially useful phrase, “what Hermann Usener [d.1905] called a  'momentary 
deity' , a god conjured for a speci"c purpose and afterwards subsiding into inexistence . . .  [such as] the 
Greek #y-god Myiagros, whose job it was to clear away #ies during sacri"ces to Zeus and Athena" 
(Connor)
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Of note are the rami"cations of the power of these type of words: "in which the identi"cation 
of the word that names a deity with the deity itself is carried so far as to see in the naming the creation 
of a "momentary deity" (Augenblicks-gott)" . . . (Levering). !e antiphonal voice on this matter is Max 
Müller [d.1900], who  calls myth a "disease of language" because “anthropomorphic "gures of speech, 
were eventually taken literally . . . leading to the idea that natural phenomena were conscious beings, 
gods.” (wikipedia/mythology). !is feeds forward to Wm Burroughs' idea that spoken language itself is 
a virus which caused [or is the result of ] physical mutations in apelike throats. (Burroughs 1970: !e 
Electronic Revolution).

        In Müller's view 'gods' began as words constructed in order to express abstract ideas, but were 
transformed into imagined personalities. An opponent of Darwinism, he was at the same time 
criticized as subversive by the Catholic Church because his theories “repudiated the idea of a personal 
God.” which  made "divine revelation simply impossible”. (wikipedia/Max Müller)

FROZEN WORDS:

"Antiphanes said humorously that in a certain city words congealed with the cold the moment 
they were spoken, and later, as they thawed out, people heard in the summer what they had said to one 
another in the winter; it was the same way, he asserted, with what was said by Plato to men still in their 
youth; Not long afterwards, if ever, did most of them come to perceive the meaning, when they had 
become  old men."

-Plutarch, Moralia  (as quoted in Khan Noise, Water, Meat)

In situations when I'm confronted with obtuse passages of text, opaque words and phrases that don't 
give me access until I re-read them about 7 times - these are frozen words.!e meaning thaws out only 
when I begin to get a handle on the concepts. !is process may neccessitate a representational theory of 
mind, an internal language of mental images  which produce coherent thought. 

“Descartes [d.1650] argued that all of our knowledge of the external world is mediated by 
representations – mental objects that somehow stand for things outside. !ought, he contended, always 
involves the manipulation, through inference or other mental processes, of these representations.”  
(Stillings, Cognitive Science).
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!is is all about deciphering not just text, but information.  Suggesting perhaps that we not get 
caught up in the numbers, the words, the convolutions, but see the PATTERNS and step back to see 
the big picture, the GESTALT.  Cut-ups (a literary device similar to visual or audio collage, as practiced 
by Wm Burroughs in certain of his books such as !e Ticket !at Exploded) are another way to order 
words and create meanings.

A process. Because data alone has no tether, no context, no application.

 !e symbolism involved with the legend that follows told of the people without a book, without a land 
of their own:

"…how regrettable it is that the Gypsies do not have a Book of their own . . . but according to a 
tale from Bulgaria, when God was handing out the di$erent religions the Gypsies wrote theirs 
down on cabbage leaves, and before long the holy book was a donkey's dinner." (Fonseca, 88)
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On the DEMIURGE

A de"nition of the Demiurge:
A being responsible for the creation of the physical universe, subordinate to the Supreme Being.  

Literally "public worker", originally  meaning craftsman, artisan, producer and eventually "creator".   

!e demiurge is polar opposite of the purely spiritual, magnetically repulsed from the ultimate 
source (pleroma – fullness, totality of divine powers) towards the creation of matter.  An artist could be 
considered demiurge, for their impulse is towards manifestation or creation of artwork, a physical, 
visual or sonic composition that can be experienced by others. And while this work is objectively or 
conceptually real, it is still open to interpretation and valuation of meaning.

"!e place of the artist as demiurge, as performer and revealer of cosmic beauty, was 
gradually taken over by the theurgist, as performer of divine works." 11 (Anton) 

!e artist, prophet, or demiurge is the medium through which change can occur, if the purpose 
of art is the transformation of people's minds, feelings, or attitudes. As Moses carved the 10 
Commandments into the stone tablet, the very "rst command "I am God and there is no other God 
beside me,"  is interpreted by some to mean the "Demiurge arrogantly declares that he has made the 
world by himself "(Apocryphon of John, Nag Hammadi).  !is thought process, or claiming for oneself 
the power and dominion, is personi"ed as YALDABAOTH, the Hebrew name for "Daughter of 
Chaos", a necessary evil, and a false god, a jealous god.

But if she is daughter, then who is the mother of Yaldabaoth? It has been noted that God's "rst 
thought was female (BenGilad 12).!e Gnostic name BARBELO refers to the "rst emanation of God 
who "is often depicted as a supreme female principle, the single passive antecedent of creation in its 
manifoldness." (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barbelo) see also http://www.enemies.com/illustrated-
gnostic-myths/alien-god-aeons/the-barbelo/

11.  !e period of time refered to is Post Classical Greece,  323 BC until the Roman 
conquest of 146 BC.
12 . He also wrote “Do you believe that forks are evolved from spoons?”
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Barbelo is also known as Achamoth, an emanation of Sophia  
(Gnostic glossary, also see Blavatsky, !eosophy).

Shekina/Sophia/Barbelo is the mother of Yaldabaoth the !rst Demiurge.
(Nag Hammadi, also d'Este),  

Emanation from a monad, or ejaculation from a gonad. 
God's "rst utterance was let there be light, which is enveloping and warming.  
What are stars if not ejaculate of the Big Bang? 

"In actuality, the Demiurge was merely the instrument of Achamoth.
!e Demiurge is also the creator of the Devil . . . 
Finally, the Demiurge formed the earthy part of man and breathed into him the animal part of his 
nature.  !e Demiurge seeks to keep men imprisoned in ignorance and in the physical creation"
 (Samsel )

And this statement of  anti-sprituality in Art accuses the Demiurge with:  

   “the malevolent intention of entrapping aspects of the divine in materiality.” 
(ibid)

Replace the idea of entrapment with a suitable  “container”,  and you have a medium that could be 
poured into your soul.   !is is the mystical transformation of  spirit to matter and back to spirit, 
practiced by magicians and musicians, and it has to pass through that “instrument that is played by the 
Mind alone”.  In other words, what is  seen as  malevolent for one doctrinaire Gnostic believer could 
very well be divine inspiration to another person equipped with the Universal Access key. 

!e artist always seeks the proper vessel of transmission.  

“For [St]. Augustine the appearance of God to humans is essentially a media problem” . (Peters)
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!oughts on Opera, in eight part counterpoint
In which Composers, Critics, and new Opera companies describe themselves, 

their approach, and the environments they are working in,  
both the physical venue and aesthetic space.

1. Opera Grows in Brooklyn
“More often than not, opera is perceived in this country to be elitist, pretentious, stu!y and boring. But 
for those of us out there who have been exposed to its beauty and have developed a passion for it, it is a 
transcendent art form where music drives drama and character. Many people who come to Opera on 
Tap are people who have never set foot in an opera house. "e response? Overwhelming. We pack the 
house every time and have a growing list of regulars.

“… raucous and sublime … un-elitist, imperfect, and fun.” . . . NY Sun

Opera Grows in Brooklyn is rebuilding the American opera model. Premiered in March 2009 at 
Galapagos with the idea of illuminating Brooklyn as a critical cultural habitat for contemporary 
operatic work, the #rst performance— a sellout— was an immediate success in the opera community. 
But more importantly, Opera Grows in Brooklyn discovered— right where they thought it would be— 
a new audience starved for an intense, acoustic, narrative operatic musical experience. We like new 
thinkers, people willing to risk a career to prove a point, and more often than not these are the about-
to-be leaders reshaping industries. Look out Metropolitan Opera, the barbarians are at the doors, and 
they’re armed with the latest in hats with horns and divas that have come to eat your lunch."

( http://galapagosartspace.com/artist/opera-grows-in-brooklyn)

accessed 4/22/12
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2. ADDDDDDDDD an opera by "ingNY

“Focus. "e composers of thingNY will tell you stories, sing you songs, scream in your face, try 
to sell you stu! and rant recklessly to themselves, #lling your ears with the sweet sounds of excess. "is 
new experimental opera by NYC's freshest avant-garde band highlights the everyday excesses of our 
lives (workaholism, the thrill of consumption, the joys of gluttony, the elation of libation) and turns 
them into a suite of attention-de#cient songs, monologues and infomercials.

With in$uences from Robert Ashley, Berg, Boulez, Braxton and Bjork, thingNY's 
collaboratively-composed ADDDDDDDDD is an opera exploring the sweet sounds of excess. In a 
poetically verbose blend of noise, song, and spoken word, the #ve composer/performers highlight the 
everyday excesses of our lives.

"e opera opens with the both earnest and absurd prologue, "Stories by Interesting People" but 
quickly becomes a montage of numbers, appointments, peeves, dreams and commercial interruptions in 
#ve-part harmony. “
New York performances on  APR. 6 and APR. 7 2012
(http://www.thingny.com/opera/home.htm)

3. Endangered Opera by David Simons and Lisa Karrer
My own Endangered Opera at Galapagos in 2000 (at the original space in Williamsburg, before 

they moved to Dumbo) was subtitled: "excerpts from operas that may never get produced". Opera as an 
endangered art form because the older traditional models are not for everyone's taste, especially 
considering the issue of class consciousness, cultural identity, and aesthetic (Grand Opera, tuxedos, 
expensive orchestra seats, opera glasses, high art for the upper class). Let's  not forget to mention the 
oppositional nature of generational self-expression (sometimes in the extreme), in the avant garde as 
well as popular music (the latter #nds its way to be both transgressive AND accessible).

"e other question raised  by Endangered Opera is:  like an endangered species or genetic line - 
will  the ideas of new opera be given a chance to grow and thrive, or will this attempt to elongate the 
life span of the species fail. In which case an extinct art form will be waiting in the wings to be revived. 
(see Rant)
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4.  John Moran operas:

https://docs.google.com/#le/d/0B8DQZ4lxXBU_Z3p3YUlqYWtQLWc/preview?pli=1

"Exhausted by the sheer mechanical hugeness of it all, he has begun creating delicate, messy pieces for 
only a single dancer, Saori, performing in cabaret bars and studio theatres in less well-known corners of 
New York. In these miniature performances he painstakingly assembles various sounds into a seamless, 
almost mundanely naturalistic event (the petulant gossip of a server at McDonald's, a waitress in a busy 
bar), underscored by an unnoticeable rhythm. "e most delicate, laboured-over music masquerades as 
the o!hand and the everyday. Saori then performs astonishingly precise actions to these bizarre scores. 
"e whole e!ect is infuriating, tantalising, utterly indecipherable and frequently beautiful."

- Posted by Andy Field
"eaterBlog withLyn Gardner 
Monday 7 April 2008   guardian.co.uk

"My work is constant choreography timed really speci#cally to a sound-score that I write as if it’s 
music, even if it’s made up of sound e!ects. . . but it’s dance that’s very deceiving because it completely 
imitates naturalism.”

- John Moran, 
interviewed by GIA KOURLAS
 August 29, 2006  NY Times

5. Mikel Rouse:
talk show opera "Dennis Cleveland" which premiered at "e Kitchen in New York City October 
29-November 2, 1996:

"Dennis Cleveland uses the live tape talk show format as its model while subverting the structure of 
this format through a series of cleverly disguised motifs. Like the various talk shows that abound 
worldwide,the audience and the stage become one under constant unrelenting television studio 
lighting. Live video of audience reactions and the inclusion of actors in the audience as well as trained 
singers and soloists complete a staging that o!ers a new way of looking at opera. "
--1996 Mikel Rouse  <http://www.mikelrouse.com/dennis-cleveland.html>
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"I know of nothing that has this combination: the compositional intelligence of the best of New York's 
downtown avant-garde, the musical means of a rock band and the ability to transform the sleaziest side 
of popular culture into near-Wagnerian exaltation." 
-MARK SWED, "e Los Angeles Times

 
6. Robert Ashley:

 "Perfect Lives" from 1983, made for TV,  performed live with recorded medium, a 'video opera'.

"how you're seeing and what you're seeing are indistinguishable." 
 - John Sanborn, video director.

“"e collaborative aspect of the work follows principles I have used for many years in search of a new 
operatic style. "e collaborators are given almost absolute freedom to develop characterizations from 
the textual and musical materials I provide."
-Robt Ashley <http://www.robertashley.org/productions/perfectlives.htm>

American vernacular, ironic, pop in$ected,  drenched in lounge piano.

HOWEVER,

"Varispeed’s performance of Perfect Lives Brooklyn in June 2011 featured ad hoc vocals and 
arrangements, in part from necessity and in part as an aesthetic choice. For this November 
performance, each episode has been newly arranged by a member of the group. "ese arrangements 
feature fresh takes on instrumentation, ampli#cation, and melodic content, while still maintaining the 
formal, metric, and chordal frameworks of the originals. Perfect Lives Manhattan is not a imitative 
interpretation of Ashley’s Perfect Lives, but instead seeks to reanimate Ashley’s material in new ways,"
-<http://11.performa-arts.org/event/varispeed-performa-project>
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7.  How Hollywood Films Are Killing Opera
By Zachary Woolfe
Published: August 16, 2012 
"e New York Times (excerpt)

"As you look across the country, you #nd pockets of innovation and experimentation, but the landscape 
is overwhelmingly drab.  "e repertory is largely stagnant, focused on the same small group of hits.
"e typical production style is blandly nostalgic escapism rather than vibrancy or relevance. 
But connecting opera so closely to red-meat emotionalism — melodrama, tears and screaming matches 
— [ and by that the author is referring to the instances of  an opera performance being inserted within a 
movie ] also betrays a limited, and limiting, understanding of what the art form can be, signaling to its 
audience that its other aspects are less important. [thereby remediating and recontextualizing the operatic 
experience]  But until opera stops being associated with escapist nostalgia and fancy dates, it is doomed 
to struggle for relevance. "

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/17/arts/music/how-hollywood-#lms-are-killing-opera.html?
_r=1&pagewanted=all

8. A Rant on Opera
Hannah Arendt, in her introduction to Walter Benjamin's Illuminations  speaks of truth as needing the 
vehicle of tradition in order to transmit wisdom.

"Tradition transforms truth into wisdom, and wisdom is the consistence of transmissible truth" 
(Arendt)

"is is spoken at a time when the old order of civilization and culture, tradition itself is being 
overthrown, the convulsive European wars of the 20th century. Of course the domination of one culture 
over another through the use of ruthless power  is a well recognized tradition. "e destruction of 
empires as well as whole communities and populations is just another recurring tsunami in history. 
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Perhaps when traditions of far lesser magnitudes lose their meaning and power, i.e. their truth, they 
become 'art historical', archival, collectible amusements.

And so it is with Opera, "a renewal of the Old World", as Benjamin describes the collector of 
books (in Unpacking My Library). A worship of past traditions and the tradition of worshipping the 
past; raising its value and meaning to the status or realm of cult. It is the monumentalism of the Opera 
House that forces one to think of Empire and Civilization.

"e trouble with opera is opera singers. "eir main concern is to carry on the tradition of rich 
and e!ulgent vocal production, thick and wide with vibrato. "is is at the expense of all other emotions 
or degrees of passion or unique and believable expression. Rarely does a nasal or chesty or gravelly or 
dipthong laden pallette of timbres, (or a thousand other modes of vocalizing including regional dialect) 
enter into the toolbox of the opera singer. "at would seem to be the realm of Musical "eater, Popular 
Song, or the various Ethnic traditions of  World Music. Neither subject matter nor the di!erence 
between storytelling and character acting comes between the opera singer and his or her craft, unless 
emotional honesty and creativity are present. 

While the tradition of opera-making continues, renewed with each generation, the mode of 
expression, musical language, and vocal production must evolve with the Zeitgeist or spirit of the times.  
Because the Umwelt, or sensory environment in a theatrical production of the 21st century has 
possibilities  that far exceed the Gesamtkunstwerk (total theater) of Wagner or Berlioz or Scriabin. 
Electronic and digital technology has made the projection of images onto a variety of surfaces a  typical 
technique,  the use of expensive hydraulic sculptural sets has increased, and sound design has also 
evolved with added dimensionality of surround sound, sampling and synthesized multi-track sound 
e!ects.  

"is layering of media reaches the audience and  ful#lls them because our threshold of 
simultaneity has evolved, re$ecting the media saturation and degree of choices one has today. 
Connectivity is the password, (a word which has meaning beyond the mobile apps) that also signi#es  
our capability to parse or place a huge amount of cultural references, since so much more of the world 
is easily, instantly accessible to us. 
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To Touch the Invisible

Using the powers of music and sorcery at my command, I shall conduct a seance (performance) 
in class using the !eremin as a medium. !is instrument is proximity and motion sensitive, and is not 
meant to be touched. It emits two globes of invisible and inaudible  electromagnetic radio waves. Into 
these spheres I thrust and move my hands to call upon our trusted and familiar narrator, the voice of 
Vincent Price, who I shall summon, accompanied by the Outer Limits theme music. Elvis is there 
(where?) and he will appear as well, all [his] dreams ful!lled, till the end of time. 13  !ese and other 
horrors are at my disposal:  sounds that I have created, samples from "lm soundtracks that are 
dismembered and put back together - like assorted limbs collected from the Pere Lachaise -  and 
excerpts from my own compositions, re-animated like Butoh, the Japanese  postmodern dancing 
corpse,  imbricating as interactive non-linear compositional structures. 

!e !eremin is plugged into a laptop computer and, armed with the latest version of 
MAX/MSP software, and using an interface design called a 'Maxpatch' that I have just recently 
created, it will enable the !eremin to trigger these samples through proximity and motion sensitivity. I 
will reference ghosts and 'other worldly' sounds reminiscent of the "lms and literature we have 
examined in the realms of Dark Media. Many of these concepts including  portals 
(Hodgson/Carnacki), mediumistic musicians (Hearn/Kwaidan), magic circles, spirals (Ito/Uzumaki) 
and instruments that activate special senses ( Lovecraft/From Beyond)  will be brought to bear in a 
short performance. !ese sounds will be shaped and manipulated, proving that to the uninitiated, 
advanced technology appears as magic.  

Seances are conducted by those with the skill to manipulate the sounds and objects in the room, 
so that they appear to have a life of  their own, or are being handled by spirits from another world. 
Only the master illusionist or magician /entertainer  could "gure out and expose these  so-called 
"mediums" for what they really were. It was one of Houdini's favorite missions to disprove their 
veracity during the mystical experience of seance.

13. Lyrics from the song “Love me Tender” recorded by Elvis Presley in 1956. Written by Ken Darby (but 

credited to Presley and Vera Matson) and based on an old  Civil War song.  (Hall)  This is an unexpected case of 

ghost writing, seredipity for the essayist.
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The history and lore of the Theremin 

and its role in the extra-ordinary perception of 

interdimensionality 

!e !eremin is one of the earliest electronic musical instruments. Invented in the 1920's by 
Leon !eremin in Russia, it is an instrument that is not touched, but rather approached. !e player's 
proximity to the invisible electro-magnetic spheres generated by the two antennae changes the pitch 
and volume. With the vertical antenna the closer your hand is the higher the pitch; with the horizontal 
antenna the closer you are the softer the sound. !us we have  pich and volume control which can be 
rhythmically articulated by the player.  !is is a "endishly di#cult instrument to play with any accuracy, 
but there are always a few highly skilled players in every generation. (see Armen Ra 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktdLSXGadK4&feature=related ; also see/hear Lydia Kavina 
(Leon !eremin's great niece),  Pamelia Kurstin, Rob Schwimmer)

!e instrument gained great notoriety in the 1930's when !eremin himself came to New York. 
Classical music such as cello concertos (with the !eremin playing the solo part) as well as new 
compositions for !eremin and orchestra were performed. Clara Rockmore was the reigning virtuoso at 
that time.  After World War 2 the !eremin was used mainly for special sound e$ects in classic science 
"ction "lms, and the eerie hair-raising tones became associated with UFOs and the supernatural. !e 
instrument resurfaced in the Beach Boys' hit song "Good Vibrations", and eventually it was relegated 
to the realm of spooky kitsch.

However, since a fascinating documentary "lm about the life of !eremin was released 
(!eremin: An Electronic Odyssey  written and directed by Steven M. Martin, 1994) and Robert Moog 
(of Moog Synthesizer fame) began his mail order build-it-yourself !eremin kit called Big Briar or 
Etherwave, the instrument began experiencing its third rebirth. !e "rst instance was from 1928-1950 
with classical and serious music; the second era 1950's-70's was pop and sci-"; and the third era 1980's 
to the present is autopoietic interfaced with electronic e$ects (even with a Tesla coil! 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HTFDXtL8SJY) and also worshipped as retro arcana. McLuhan 
would call this going forward while looking into the rear view mirror. “We march backwards into the 
future” ( McLuhan & Fiore: 74)
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What David Simons does with the !eremin is unique: he transforms the sound through an 
e$ects processor, changes the analog signal to digital, and uses the !eremin as a proximity MIDI 
controller to trigger a sampler. !e samples could be anything from car sounds to Balinese gamelan 
loops, or recorded excerpts from his own ensemble compositions. Changes in velocity (amplitude or 
volume in real time) activate di$erent strata of sounds that have been placed in speci"c midi velocity 
ranges (1-127), lodged like artifacts in an archeological dig. !e magnetic "eld generated by the 
!eremin is so sensitive and microtonal, one must use intricate hand gestures to reach into the sphere 
of possibility and "touch the invisible" in order to activate this extra dimension of sound. 

"My discovery was the result of musical perception." 

- Albert Einstein, when asked about his theory of relativity

!e above quote is from by Shinichi Suzuki, in%uential music educator (the Suzuki Method) in 
his book Nurtured by Love.  Einstein often remarked on the crucial aspect of music as a means of 
understanding the universe and its principles. ( Moskowski).  Einstein's mentor Ernst Mach had 
indicated that music and the aural experience was the organ to describe space.  (Root-Bernstein)

!e gentle sound of a harp is associated with angelic beings, and with drums the primal  urge is 
to dance. Other instruments trigger moods and memories and actions, such as the large Gong bringing 
everyone's attention to an auspicious beginning. Surely then, the spine-tingling and eerie sound of the 
theremin, the "rst "pure" sine wave playable instrument, conjures mystery, outer space, and unexplained 
phenomena. From the famous "lm soundtracks of "!e Day the Earth Stood Still" (Bernard 
Hermann), and Hitchcock's "Spellbound" (Miklos Rosza) to the more recent spoof "Mars Attacks" 
(Burton/Elfman), this instrument has been used to evoke the spirits - scary, but not always malevolent. 
Not only does one "play the invisible' in the no-touch technique, but one can also bring back the dead. 
At least that is what my experiments in sound are doing, in the sense of seance, bringing into this 
dimension beings, or memories of beings, who reside in other realms. !ese could be realms of fantasy, 
history, expectation, wish ful"llment, mass hallucination, cultural memes, and so forth. A whole 
generation grew up on the Twilight Zone motif of a few notes rising and falling - in imitation of a 
theremin - and this indicates to others a spooky or weird moment. A sound signi"er that we can 
reference.
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!is instrument the !eremin has a parallel signi"cance to much of the literature we have been 
studying in Dark Media. From the hermeneutics of St.Augustine "the appearance of God to humans is 
essentially a media problem" (Peters) to spirit photography, seance, and theatrical manipulations 
(Pepper's Ghost), we explore "an uncanny dialectic of the visible and the invisible introduced by 
technologically mediated images." (Gunning). In H.P. Lovecraft's "From Beyond" (Penguin Books), we 
are introduced to an apparatus, a  machine that makes visible all the myriad spirits and disembodied 
wraiths that are %oating around us at all times, if we only had to means to see. How is it that this story 
was written in 1920 in America at the very same moment  that Lev Teremin  invented his instrument 
in Russia, and that both are essentially tools to mediate the invisible? Granted the story was not 
published until 1934 and !eremin did not arrive in NY until the end of 1927. But the point may be 
about the unseen forces at work, the "Noosphere" of Teilhard de Chardin, when people on opposite 
ends of the planet can have very similar, seemingly original ideas simultaneously without contact. 
!eremin was said to have also invented the Television, at the same time as Sarno$ at RCA was 
developing a working model from other inventors. (Glinsky: 121)  !is time period is very fertile for 
inventions because it's the dawning of the electrical age and new theologies as well (!eosophy of 
Blavatsky, Anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner) breaking with past conceptions and regarding or 
observing the unknown forces of nature with new instruments of detection. Radio waves are one of 
those invisible forces, part of the electromagnetic spectrum.

Beginning  and ending in emptiness

If space itself is rendered non-physical, then in some relativistic way time is also %uid and the 
ontology of space and time are malleable. Since no referent is found until one creates it, out of the 
ethers as it were, the realm of poetry and metaphor, spirituality and science are each equal to the task. 
Ghost stories move from the "gurative to the literal, which is the opposite of most literature, according 
to Professor Eugene !acker.  And as this gets closer to the Hindu conception of the universe, it 
resembles the cosmology of science, as mediated and articulated by Marshall and Eric McLuhan:

“!e pre-atomist multi sensory void was an animate, 
pulsing and moving vibrant interval, neither container nor contained – 

acoustic space penetrated by tactility.”                           (McLuhan, Laws of Media)
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!is is the  famous "gure/ground illustration, a bedrock of media theory. And yet he could be 
describing how one plays the !eremin. Out of the void, out of pure ground that has no “ground”, 
being all aether, the player must penetrate and establish a “"gure”. !en the tone is born, a Logos for 
the digital age. 

(Krishna playing a Theremin)
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On Music and Evolution

We can analyze music in terms of its content and structure. Can we take an existing musical 
structure or form, and !ll it with unrecognizable auditory material? One of the main streams of 
thought in structuralism, and in particular Claude Levi-Strauss, is that even as things change, the 
structure remains the same. "e eternal myths and archetypes of humanity take many guises, but they 
ultimately speak to the culture at a time and in a language it can understand.

In the classical era, a Sonata-Allegro or Prelude, or Symphony, has a de!nite form that is the 
vehicle for the music. In modern times there is the 12 bar blues; the pop song intro-verse-bridge-
chorus-verse; the jazz form of head (melody) - improv - trade 4's - head- outro; and many more 
musical forms of many di#erent cultures. "ese are all structures, like genetic material that is passed 
down through the ages. But species adapt to changing environments (or perish). Other ways of 
becoming extinct are catastrophic or sudden drastic environmental changes. In Art the reasons for 
extinction might be lack of proper archival documentation, and destructive social/political regimes, 
engaging in censorship and cultural/racial genocide. As with biological life forms, musical styles adapt, 
renew, mutate, and evolve. It is through this broadening and specializing of forms, methods and 
materials that our musical culture continues to grow. In great contrast to this is a “Darwinian 
marketplace” aspect to music: if it doesn't sell, it deserves to die. But that's just the commercial 
entertainment world. As Adorno writes in his essay !e Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 
Deception,

“Amusement itself becomes an ideal, taking the place of the higher values it eradicates from 
the masses by repeating them in an even more stereotyped form than the advertising slogans 
paid for by private interests”    (Adorno and Horkeimer, 2002/1969)

Schismism: Natural Law (a performance work by Lisa Karrer with music by David Simons) has a 
non-linear structure (audience members choose the sequence of events in each performance) and yet 
always contains the same material, just in a di#erent order.

If genomes give us our blueprint for individuation and development as a species, the cultural 
equivalent to genes is what Richard Dawkins called memes.
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"Memes are habits, skills, songs, stories, or any other kind of information that is copied from 
person to person. Memes, like genes, are replicators. "at is, they are information that is copied 
with variation and selection."

-Susan Blackmore <http://www.susanblackmore.co.uk/memetics/about%20memes.htm> 
(Also see her TED Talk http://www.ted.com/talks/susan_blackmore_on_memes_and_temes.html )
Blackmore's technological equivalent to memes is temes - digital replication and selection of 
information. Song playlists for your iPod or personal digital music player can now be generated 
automatically based on your past preferences, buying patterns, and, in a fascinating (or frightening) new 
hybridization, interactively with your physiological state. Heart rate, blood pressure, skin temperature, 
etc. will determine your playlist <http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?
doi=10.1.1.87.5924&rep=rep1&type=pdf>.

Here are some excerpts by the great composer Edgar Varese (1883- 1965), from his 1939 
manifesto !e Liberation of Sound :

""e raw material of music is sound. "at is what the "reverent approach" has made most 
people forget - even composers. Today, when science is equipped to help the composer realize 
what was never before possible - all that Beethoven dreamed, all that Berlioz gropingly 
imagined possible - the composer continues to be obsessed by the traditions that are nothing 
but the limitations of his predecessors. Composers, like everyone else today, are delighted to 
use the many gadgets continually put on the market for our daily comfort. But when they 
hear sounds that no violins, no woodwind or percussion instruments of the orchestra can 
produce, it does not occur to them to demand those sounds of science. Yet science is even now 
equipped to give them everything they may require."

Varese was lamenting the slow progress of musical evolution in relation to the advances of science. In 
speaking about Form, he wrote:

"No matter how original, how di#erent a composer may seem, he has only grafted a little bit 
of himself on the old plant. But this he should be allowed to do without being accused of 
wanting to kill the plant. He only wants to produce a new $ower. It does not matter if at !rst 
it seems to some people more like a cactus than a rose."
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Varese then goes on to compare new musical structures with crystal formation: 
""e crystal is characterized by both a de!nite external form and a de!nite internal structure. 
"e internal structure is based on the unit of crystal which is the smallest grouping of the 
atoms that has the order and composition of the substance. "e extension of the unit into 
space forms the whole crystal. But in spite of the relatively limited variety of internal 
structures, the external forms of crystals are limitless."

For more and complete Varese essays: <http://helios.hampshire.edu/~hacu123/papers/varese.html>

Another great composer, and liberator of music from structural con!nes is John Cage (1912-
1992). He is addressing the need for music to evolve by process, performance as open ended (non-
predictable) process, so you are not replicating a structure or content from the past. Here is an interview 
excerpt from 1990:

JC: I think of a structure as something having parts and I think of a process as something not 
having parts. You could now have something not having parts that nevertheless begins and ends. 
"e thing I think of as being something I used to avoid, and which I no longer do, is something 
like harmony. Now it seems to me that harmony happens no matter what we do. It's like melody; 
if you make a number of sounds you automatically have melody, and now if you have several 
sounds together they automatically produce harmony. Most of my life I thought that I had to 
!nd an alternative to harmony, but the harmony I was thinking about was the one that had been 
taught at school. Now I see that everything outside of school is also harmonious.
P: A wider de!nition of harmony?
JC: A changed de!nition of harmony; one that doesn't involve any rules or laws. You might call it 
an anarchic harmony. Just sounds being together.

1.pataphysics, blue issue, 20 january 1990 
<http://ronsen.org/cagelinks.html#writings>

In considering evolution in music we traverse a path from Varese seeking new tools to de!ne a 
new music, to Cage seeking new de!nitions of harmony and alternatives to structure, and coming up to 
James Tenney on how we hear. "is is crucial because perception is highly subjective: genetic as well as 
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culturally inherited. We can train ourselves to listen for certain elements, just as we learn to ignore 
others. "ere is a poetic phenomenon (or pathology) I call Prismatic Hearing (CD of compositions by 
David Simons on Tzadik). "e ear, and then the brain and the mind, separates the sounds we hear into 
their component parts, then re-assembles the phrases unconsciously, according to personal priorities. As 
music evolves, our tools for understanding it have to change. Composer James Tenney advances a 
theory of "hierarchical perceptual gestalt formation" and psychology of hearing in his essays called 
"META HODOS" that enables the listener to approach the new musical materials in a new way.
      "is interview by Frank J Oteri with James Tenney (1934-2006) is from June 1, 2005 :

JT: When it comes to microtonality, well, any kind of music, I don't see how we can avoid 
considering how people hear. With respect to tuning, I think one of my contributions to the 
!eld is the concept of tolerance. I call it tolerance, just like an industrial laboratory would 
talk about tolerances in the diameters of bolts or something...But it's more than just a 
recognition of human frailty; it's a recognition that within a certain tolerance range, we are 
going to interpret an interval. My hypothesis is that our auditory systems (and this is not a 
conscious thing) interpret an interval as meaning harmonically the simplest ratio interval 
within the tolerance range of what's actually being sounded. So if you're within 5 cents of a 
5:4, you're going to hear 5:4. "at's what the meaning is going to be . . . "ink dominant 
seventh chords; imagine that the tempered minor seventh is being understood as a 7:4 in 
relation to the root. Our tolerance range is a third of a semitone.
FJO: You said the emotion of the creator sometimes gets in the way of the work.
JT: I've been deeply in$uenced by Cage's attitude about that. "e focus should be on the 
sound itself and not on the ideas and emotions of the composer. What this guy or that other 
person thinks or feels is not that interesting. Cage said it's no more important than if we go 
out to dinner whether you're going to have chicken or beef. You know, big deal.
< http://www.newmusicbox.org/articles/james-tenney-postcards-from-the-edge/     >

"e structure (of his dinner) is the same, it's just the content that changes.
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In 1920 the !rst viable electronic musical instrument was created, and named after its inventor, 
"eremin. But the music that was played on this instrument for a long time was classical, romantic, 
melodic, !lmic. It took decades and major evolutions of musical thought to create new forms of music 
with the new tools of electronics.

"e unfolding of Lisa Karrer's Schismism, which is itself a piece about evolution, is a series of 
chapters comprised of live performance, !lm and audio montage. In the early Russian !lmmaker and 
theorist Sergei Eisenstein's sense, tonal and rhythmic, vertical as well as intellectual montage is related 
directly to and inspired by musical forms and practices. If a musical score could have themes, counter 
themes, variations, and contrapuntal lines all being developed simultaneously towards a harmonic 
outcome or resolution, or at least a climactic resolve, then why not have multiple threads of !lmic 
images, each progressing towards it's conclusion, but each informing the other, by connection, of a 
totality of meaning? In intellectual montage the juxtaposition of images creates a new meaning; in 
vertical montage we have polyphonic trajectories. "e collision of di#erent images generates a dialectic 
and creates symbolic meaning - comprehended as not next to each other in time and space, but stacked 
up on top of the other in layered relation. In this way the evolution of our understanding is heightened 
by our seeing Darwin the man, and his family and the context of his great breakthroughs – the personal 
as well as scienti!c process.
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On Confusionary Art, 
Prismatic Hearing, 

and revealing the artistic process

Let us regard the use of paradox as a major form of probe, in the McLuhan sense. He was 
attempting to give the reader an opportunity to understand his thinking  by taking some large steps 
back in order to achieve a grand objectivity. To come to some  realizations of our own non-awareness or 
numbness that he likens to Narcissus staring into the water and not knowing that he is in love with his 
own re!ection. "e artist uses  poetic metaphor and the dialectics of antilogy (two opposing arguments 
expressed by a single speaker within the same complex argument) in penetrating the image of reality we 
so dearly hold onto.  Metaphor is accepted as describing one thing (or process), in terms of  another, 
literally to carry or transfer meaning from one object or situation to another. 

"Such a poet plays with ambiguities and paradox that may not be explicated or explained. . . [this] 
presumed path to understanding the artifact may well be subject to interminable interpretation"'.  "us 
"advanced and accepted as a rhetorico-poetic strategy, it can become a means of mysti#cation when it is 
interpreted"; these"paradoxical probes . . . may have multiple, often contradictory meanings."
("eall).  "When two seemingly disparate elements are imaginatively poised, put in apposition in new 
and unique ways, startling discoveries often result." (McLuhan/Fiore).

I have explained, in my original thesis proposal, the process of de-familiarization, to achieve a new 
perspective. "e frozen words of Plutarch is another example of the transference of meaning, in the 
varying time it takes an individual to catch the intended implications. "ese associative images are a 
part of Confusionary Art. "e listener #lls in the gap – mind the gap – between what is said, what is 
heard, and what is meant.

"If elected I will not run.
If I run I will not be caught.
If I am caught I will not reveal any names.
If I do they will be the wrong ones."

-Mark Simons, elaborating on General William Tecumseh Sherman refusing a draft for 
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president in 1884 ("If nominated, I will not run; if elected, I will not serve"). Also used in 
Lisa Karrer's 2003 sound and video "Confusionary Manifesto" responding to an election in 
Croatia.

"What is Prismatic Hearing? When light travels through a prism it is broken down into its component 
parts. When a sound or a statement enters a person's ears, it is fed into the prism of the brain. A person 
must subjectively 'reference' the sound. Upon hearing the component parts of this sound, the brain then 
reassembles it into what may likely be its closest audio approximation. "is prismatic interpretation 
depends on a number of factors, including creative bias, actual hearing malfunction, poetic license, etc. 
In many cases the prismatic hearing results in a more interesting phrase than the original."

-David Simons , liner notes from the CD of his compositions 
         PRISMATIC HEARING, Tzadik 2004

"e phenomenon of very speci#c frequency dropout in a person's hearing loss means that 
certain words spoken by people in a certain way will be “missing”.  In a string of words that make a 
sentence, the listener actually has to use some creativity to #ll in the missing words, (sounds like) but 
may not be exactly what was said. However, it could be a good guess and a possible alternative. 
Now how is this process employed in other areas of our life? 

William S. Burroughs had an interesting approach to #nding new literary methods of  triggering the 
readers imagination:

"Research project: to #nd out to what extent scrambled messages are unscrambled, that is 
scanned out by experimental subjects."

" Is a virus perhaps simply very small units of sound and image? Could seeing and hearing this 
sound and image track, scrambled down to very small units, bring about an attack of cold 
virus?"

"Ron Hubbard, founder of Scientology, says that certain words and word combinations can 
produces serious illnesses and mental disturbances"
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"Current memory theory posits a seven second temporary “bu$er store” preceding the main one: 
a blow on the head wipes out memory of this much prior time because it erases the contents of 
the bu$er.  In this time the brain edits, makes sense of, and selects storage key features. "

(Burroughs, "e Electronic Revolution)

On revealing artistic process,  regarding conceptual artist Richard Prince being sued for appropriating 
photos and making expensive paintings out of them:

“No artist should have to go through what Prince went through here, forced to reveal in detail 
his artistic process to bunch of philistines. It’s a horrible grilling, one that sucks all the mystery 
out of his creative practice. It’s hard to imagine Andy Warhol—with his monosyllabic responses 
and his legendary reluctance to speak at all—submitting to such a process. Had he done so, the 
mystique of Warhol would be much diminished today, which is the reason he wisely settled out 
of court when sued in a similar case. Clearly Warhol understood mystery’s correlative value to 
legacy.”

-Kenneth Goldsmith.
Posted on April 19th, 2012

  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2012/04/richard-princes-latest-act-of-appropriation-the-
catcher-in-the-rye/

Finally, if Kung Fu Tze himself (Con#cius) has anything to say about this, I would welcome the 
oracular overtones. Perhaps it will remain a paradox how one attempts to de#ne Confusionary Art. 
It may not make immediate sense on a mundane level, but it could make a whole lot of sense on other, 
multiple platforms. 
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!oughts on !esis (Spring 2012)

!e problem I'm grappling with in the thesis project is now approaching the stage of conundrum. 
My topic is writing an opera, multi -or hyper- media; the subject is meaning, its transmission and reception; 
I'm thinking of hermeneutics (Hermes the mediator and trickster); informed by McLuhan; and all this in a 
multi-modal format. !e opera itself does not have to be performed, but the plans for it must be well 
documented. !ere are plots, sub-plots, themes, ideas, text, lyrics, music, recorded sound, video projections, 
live theater, interactive elements and methods or opportunities to consider, techniques of remediation.

My hurdle: can the description of an idea be justi"ably as good or even AS REAL as the physical 
manifestation? Does not science "ction in literature or "lm propose a future that has not yet occurred, but 
by its very publication may spur the "eld of specialists to actualize? Does not a phrase or concept such as 
William Gibson's "cyberspace" or even the "world wide web" in Neuromancer  actually become the working 
model that he prophesied?

If I propose, for example, a scroll of handmade paper [made from elephant dung] which contains on 
the surface text and image, while embedded in that paper is circuitry that, when touched, emits sound or 
triggers sound "les or lights related to the text;  or the enormous record that spins vertically rather than 
horizontally and people come up to it with a device like a portable stylus and activate the sound; and the 
title piece: !e Instrument that is played by the Mind Alone.

Is this "ction or are these plans substantially visualized in the reader's mind to be a real vision? Can a 
"ctive documentary be made of the proposed experiment, like a training exercise, like a virtual war game, 
like a simulated  demonstration?

Virginia Woolf has said (in so many words) that in a sense she doesn't write "ction, she writes the 
truth - real emotions, real perceptions - of "ctional characters that stand in for or represent real people and 
real situations.  "Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact." (Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's 
Own). She also writes: "And since a novel has this correspondence to real life, its values are to some extent 
those of real life." 
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How Real is Real, how far is "ction from manifestation?
And in what form will this be mediated?

If the thesis explores these various aspects of its ontology - live performance, physical objects, "lm, text, 
touch, imagination, then perhaps these plans and descriptions of a hypothetical opera are enough.

("the hypothetical acid net - if you do it wrong you get your face burned o#"
 - from !e Birth of George opera, Simons & Karrer 1997).

!e completed thesis can be performed or manifested in a number of ways. Someone sitting at a 
table could open this large book which may contain small speakers built in, and turn the pages and each 
page might have a touch sound, or a DVD to be inserted into a computer, or a record, or a bar code or 
quick scan QR code, the sound of which is activated with a playback pen or mobile device.  An essay in 
the form of a real physical jigsaw puzzle which could be assembled di#erent ways to make sense.  A 
private Opera for one, rather than in a theater for a crowd. Like Prospero's Books in Peter Greenaway's 
"lmic version of !e Tempest: the pages, the book itself is a magical object which contains media that you 
act upon, and which act upon you, the reader.

In his pre-surrealist masterpiece Locus Solus Raymond Roussel  requires the reader to imagine or 
visualize immensely intricate details of cause and e#ect relationships in a performance / installation. !e 
feat is like a form of mental gymnastics. Perhaps someone has tried to produce, or reproduce his vision in 
opera form, or "lm or art work. Whether that has happened or not, and if it was a success is not the 
point. !e original vision is transplanted from author to reader, and the reader's psychic equipment is the 
playback  medium.
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Lyrics of the Opera

McLu Genesis:

"!e pre-atomist 
multi sensory void 
was an animate, pulsating
and moving vibrant interval, 
neither container nor contained -
acoustic space / penetrated / by tactility.
a place whose center is everywhere … and whose circumference is nowhere " 

-Marshall McLuhan, Laws of Media

I Was Born

I was born
in a jar
on a shelf
in a gas station
in the desert
of your mind

Yeah I was born in a jar
and that jar is inside your mind.
Uh huh.

- David Simons 2000
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Flamenco Benyameen

Umm, I feel like I should say something right now.
But what am I gonna say, really. !ink about it.
Which leads to the site of an old story.
Tracing a road; or is it a smuggler's path?
What I lacked in tact I reached for that fork in my brain.

Actually half the art is to keep the story free from explanation.
Free . . . from
Antilogy, paradox, metaphor.
You are the screen, and you are the scalpel.
You are the screen
and you are the scalpel.

Umm, I feel like I should say something right now.
I reached for that fork in my brain.
Tracing a road; or is it a smuggler's path?
Which leads to the site of an old story.
A moral twines the ruins,
like ivy round a wall.

- text by David Simons,
Walter Benjamin (!e Storyteller), 
Marshall McLuhan (Laws of Media)
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!e Opera within the Opera

When recited by the vocalist into a microphone, the varieties of stylized amplitude triggers (via a 
uniquely designed MAX program) digital samples of very short excerpts from these same operas. !e 
vocalist then attempts to imitate or comment with improvisation, the sounds she hears. 
See Media Files for this video. Synopsis of opera plots :

1.  Lady Billows is organizing the annual May Day festival and desperate to "nd girls for the 
coveted position of Queen of the May.

2.  !e gods, through the blind prophet Tiresias, express their disapproval.

3.  By using a series of disguises, Almaviva manages to pass letters to Rosina and serenade her with 
his beautiful voice.

4.  !e goldsmith Cardillac is revered for his amazing works of art; but it seems that anyone who 
buys an object from him mysteriously gets murdered.

5. !e Empress is not human: she was captured as a gazelle; then she assumed human shape and he 
married her, but she has no shadow.

6.  Belmonte arrives at Pasha Selim's house to reclaim his lost love, Constanza, who was abducted 
by the pirates.

7.  Ernani, the outlawed nobleman reduced to banditry, and Don Carlo, the King of Spain and 
future Holy Roman Emperor, vie for the hand of the beautiful, young Elvira.

8.  Marie, a young woman,  who after being found on a battle-"eld as a baby is adopted by a 
military regiment.

9.  Confusion ensues when the next day the prison guard arrives and mistakes Alfred to be the 
Baron and takes him to prison.

10.  Brünnhilde sends her lover, Siegfried, o# to explore the world keeping only the magic ring he 
has given her. In the end, when she sees his corpse, she returns the ring to the Rhine and end its 
curse.

11. !ésée, king of Athens,  has gone to the Underworld in a vain attempt to rescue a friend. 
Meanwhile,  his wife Phèdre has fallen in love with his son by a previous marriage.

12. Idomeneo, the King of Crete, is returning to Greece after years away at the Trojan War. On his 
way home, his ship sinks and he survives.
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EEG Headsets and Future Plans
!e Emotiv headset has turned out, so far, to be a bust (http://www.emotiv.com/) . It has been 

described as  an EEG echo receiver of the brain's activity. And it also is a business that is perplexingly 
close to a scam. Expensive, yes at $300 for the bare minimum, but compare that with thousands of 
dollars for a real medical clinical instrument.  But it has 14 sensors that read the brain's activity, and 
that is more than the Mindwave Neurosky, which I have tried, which is cheaper and only has a one 
sensor (http://www.neurosky.com/AboutUs/BrainwaveTechnology.aspx) . In a classroom demonstration 
of this technology,  I was asked to in"uence, through the intensity of my thoughts, another person's 
aura. If this was a telepathic exercise, I 'm not sure, but the science involved seemed to take some faith.   
!ese two poles of belief, science and faith, are not always on opposite ends of the provable spectrum.
(One can have faith in the scienti#c explanation even when our gut feeling, intuition,  or programmed 
response – tells us otherwise. ) !ere is an online group that hosts a forum on building your own EEG 
sensors (http://openeeg.sourceforge.net) , and this is certainly worth looking into. If one were to 
Google “build EEG” you'd #nd many people working in this area of experimentation, numerous 
YouTube videos that document their achievements and questionable success in using brain wave activity 
as measured by voltage to change things in the physical , electronic and virtual world.

Buying computer programs can be expensive  for the Emotiv proprietary software and hardware 
as well. !ey said it was Mac compatible, but all their programs are Windows based. !at doesn't help 
me much.  And it's an Australian company, run by a Vietnamese visionary (who gave a wonderful  TED 
talk <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVhggGSjXVg>), developed with neuroscientists and cognitive 
behavioralists and computer programmers, and manufactured in the Philippines and Hong Kong.  For 
$750 I could buy the SDK, software development kit, but I really am not about to learn C++, and 
become a full time computer programmer.

What I want to do, and what I have been thinking seriously about how to achieve, for many 
years now, is THE INSTRUMENT THAT IS PLAYED BY THE MIND ALONE. So far this is 
already happening on many levels, in the abstract, as well as literal. Whatever we are able to perceive in 
this world, and communicate or transmit, is essentially interpreted through the prism of our minds, our 
perceptions, our cultural bias, religious and philosphical views, educational programming, and our 
hopes, our fantasy projections, and probably by many other factors including our gender and sexuality.  
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Whether I am able to move and rotate a cube onscreen, or if the program is doing that by itself every so 
often, just to give the impression of it being my own volition, is perhaps the crux of the matter: do you 
believe more strongly in science or in faith (faith in a product you purchased, for example). Is it a wish 
ful#llment  that provides a welcome illusion, or are the mysteries of the brain and its untapped powers 
being revealed like a vault of jewels that bedazzles the initiate. 

Either way, I am going to proceed with my quest for an Instrument that is played by the Mind 
alone. !e next step, apply for more grants that could possibly enable me to use the Emotiv headset as a 
tool to read the brain's e$orts. Harvestworks, a New York City media laboratory is o$ering residencies 
to develop applications that could be marketed, or just used in an artistic context. !is project would 
certainly #t into those categories, and they have supported my previous opera and other interesting 
creative projects in the past. !ere are also independent producers, such as Beth Morrison who work 
with  cutting edge composers and theater artists to develop and bring to the public new works of art in 
the realm of opera, and there are !e Rhizome Commissions. Even in these times of #scal austerity 
there is an imperative to bring science, art,  and our bodies closer together. Some of those areas are 
being called bio-art, or nano-technology. 

 !is brings up the question of where we are at now, and how far we will go with the invasive 
and integrated way that mobile communications have inserted themselves into everyday life of everyday 
people. !e speed of this transformation is somewhat astonishing. I  #nd the amount of  personal 
information that has become instantly accesible to anyone in cyberspace who wants to mine such data, a 
potentially frightening thought. As well is the focussing out of physical reality and the public Umwelt   
in exchange for the internet, the world wide web. We now have the phenomenon of people walking 
around in cities, crossing streets like zombies and driving cars while texting, only marginally aware of 
their surroundings. It's not too far fetched to consider the digitally enhanced “brain as controller” as a 
step to a free-market oriented “brain as purchaser”.  I have already mentioned the possible uses of the 
EEG headset as therapeutic and prosthetic aid.

On an International level there are cropping up almost weekly new venues and organizations for 
support of "new media" work that has no boundary de#nition, but whose use of the new digital 
technology opens up unlimited areas of discovery.  Ars Electronica in Linz Austria has been a vanguard 
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presenter of new works for decades.  I have just this season presented my work in proximity and motion 
controlled music in Reno Nevada for the Prospectives '12 International Digital Art Festival. And then 
there's Kickstarter to get the ball rolling without institutional support - this is certainly a valid method 
of fundraising and publicity generating. But it takes a village, or at least a team of artists, technicians, 
producer and director, to manifest a new opera. 

Here is a brief technical excerpt from my proposal to HarvestWorks Digital Media Arts Center for a 
research and development grant,  the  “Creativity + Technology = Enterprise” residency for 2013:

!e OSC software developed at UCBerkeley has successfully been interfaced with Emotiv and 
Max. !e potential for mind controlled interactive artwork is very alluring and de#nitely within 
reach. Performance data can be processed live and work within the Max/MSP/Jitter 
environment.....

!e work samples I've submitted use either the theremin  or a camera to track motion and 
proximity.  (With other compositions an instrument or voice becomes the trigger). What if the 
amount of voltage generated by the performer's mind (physical brain) are read by the computer? 
An EEG headset transmits the signals, causing these scalable numbers to activate and control 
various aspects of musical language. For example: the selection of samples based on hierarchical 
velocity placement (ex: a sample will be triggered if an incoming signal's intensity is >60 and 
<70); alteration of speed, pitch, amplitude, panning, etc based on variation of voltage readout. In 
essence turning the mind into a theremin, and much more. Proximity to a targeted volume 
(velocity, voltage) brings the result: the sensitivity would be within the realm of a controllable 
musical instrument.

I would propose beginning my project with the Emotiv headset, but investigate building my own 
speci#cally tuned EEG headset for the software app that would be a Max runtime application.
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Addendum 1
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Addendum 2

My Musical DNA

http://simons-karrer.com/DNA/dna10.html
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Addendum 3

!esis Proposal (written Fall 2011)

“the Instrument that is played by the Mind alone”

My proposal is to compose a multi media opera with live music and manipulated projected images, with 
subject matter which is relevant to media studies, and perform it with a small ensemble including 
interactive and invented instruments. !e performance will be documented in audio, video and written 
form. Very much in"uenced by McLuhan's ideas and probes, the piece will be constructed of 
aphorisms, shards of wisdom, Confusionary Art, projected images and text with multiple viewpoints of 
interpretation. Live vocalists and instrumentalists, sampled sounds and real gamelan, cross-cultural 
imbrications of tonalities and MAX /Jitter infested deconstructions with multiple monitors, screens & 
projections. !e work is about how we construct and perceive layers of MEANING.

Description: !e sounds and contexts of original music as well as the concepts of theater and opera will 
have to be compelling. !e opera is intended to be seen as a work of art, not a compendium of 
techniques or theoretical justi#cation. !is thesis is not a research project in the sense of uncovering 
data to be analyzed, or a comparative study, but a creative e$ort that contains a plan for performance. If 
funding or other types of performance resources are not forthcoming for a full production in Dec 2012, 
the Book, score, recording and various media components will be the thesis, along with a written paper 
which describes the rationale, methodology, process, and situates the piece within a framework of the 
evolution of opera and performance art.

Rationale: !e purpose, of course is the creation and performance of a new work of art; but this thesis 
will delve into some of the primary arenas of Media Studies – not so much “what is the Message” but 
more like “how is the message being transmitted” as well as how is it being received. It is also a 
sounding board for concepts I am engaging with. I've mentioned Confusionary Art, which is  a 
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conceptual position, and many of my works fall into that category. Confusionary Art 14 can be described 
thus:

In order to loosen up the rigid structures of meaning and references a person holds on to, 
they will  be jangled and shaken, blindfolded and spun around, reversed position until 
everything they thought they knew is now in question. 

Behind every word phrase or sound quote is another layer of meaning; as an audio sample is 
changed by its context (taking a sound sample out of its original context and placing it, somewhat 
altered, into a new context), a new accent or new angle on a previously known image (including mental 
image) will change the interpretation. !is could be seen as a type of de-familiarization, which is the 
process of taking something familiar and raising it  to a level that is beyond mindless  ritual in order to 
see it from a di$erent perspective; imbued with special signi#cance it now symbolically becomes a 
container conveying new ideas.  [see Bertold Brecht's Verfremdungse!ekt  “both alienation and distancing 
in a theatrical context”].  !e new layers of meaning could also be slathered with cultural references, 
sometimes way outside its immediate area, in unlikely combinations. !is layering of meaning, cultural 
reference, and identity is imbricated, and like scales on a snake or tiles on a roof, they overlap.

I am structuring the piece by taking a cue from McLuhan's book !e Laws of Media, as implied in 
their introduction :

Act I is kaleidescopic, collaged, matter is compressed and all the senses engaged. 
Act II is narrative, breezy, linear, easier. 
Act II is comprised of poetry, metaphors, connexive implications.

!rough the structure of experience the audience, being tested, confused, then softened and sweetened, 
will be open to understanding.

14.  (the rationale, as articulated by Donald !eall, regarding the use of ambiguities and paradox: "advanced and 
accepted as a rhetorico-poetic strategy”, "paradoxical probes . . . may have multiple, often contradictory 
meanings."- !e Virtual Marshall McLuhan, 2006)
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What does Opera mean, signify or imply, especially in the 21st century? 
“Opera is an art form in which singers and musicians perform a dramatic work combining text 
(called a libretto) and musical score, usually in a theatrical setting. . .” (wikipedia )

It can have a plot, or not. It can be a combining of art forms and new media technology.

“As government and private patronage of the arts decreased throughout the 20th century, new works 
were often commissioned and performed with smaller budgets, very often resulting in chamber-sized 
works, and short, one-act operas.. . . Another feature of 20th century opera is the emergence of 
contemporary historical operas, sometimes known as "headline opera" or "CNN opera"” 
(wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Opera ) for their relevance to real time events.

!e story within the story is my search for “the Instrument that is played by the Mind alone”, 
which is the Holy Grail of Interactive and composer driven performance. I actually have a goal to create 
this tool, but that is a future development. My current thought is to make a #ctive documentary #lm 
demonstrating this instrument, and it will be shown in the performance. Or perhaps a “reality distortion 
#eld” projection (demonstration) of what the future success of it will be like. !e theory is to detect, 
stimulate and amplify minute variations in brain voltage, and when converted to Midi velocity 
information, to trigger sound events . Using a similar MAX patch as I have built for the !eremin to 
trigger, and with the use of EEG brain sensor hats, my system will enable minute variations of brain 
voltage to act as the !eremin in velocity triggering sensitivity. [In my existing system, velocity 
information is transmitted within 4 speci#c (and unchanging) midi notes to a sampler or laptop-based 
sample player. I can change the midi channel to make available discreet banks of sounds that are lodged 
like artifacts at an archeological dig, buried in certain velocity strata until activated by playing the 
corresponding note and velocity/amplitude. !is unique method already works well ]. !e further 
development of this technique will lead to a major breakthrough in mind control instruments. (And by 
that I refer to instruments that the mind controls, not instruments that control the mind! ). !e 
application would be useful for physically disabled and language impaired persons as well as a mental 
focus-training instrument, and of course a performative musical/dramatic experience.
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!e opera set will be a big "playback pen" or mediated space where extra-ordinary things happen. A 
room that is rigged to trigger things by placement or proximity of the participating actors/performers. 
Sometimes they are moving in wheelchairs that are full of devices to project sounds and images.

Methodology:
What I'm interested in is the Interactivity of newly created instruments to manipulate image and 
sound. !e mashup or remixing of image as homage to remembered sci-# platforms. !e phenomena of 
high technology being seen as "magic" to cultures with little understanding of the science involved. !e 
forces necessary to perform: a small chorus from Mannes, a small ensemble from Jazz/Lang or Mannes. 
I myself will be a performer and conductor, and I'll include some very original and creative performers I 
collaborate with, Lisa Karrer, Denman Maroney, John Morton. I will try and keep the performing 
forces small, but include a theater element. Set design by architect Khader Humeid. Stage design is 
important, and the characterization of 4 large-headed aliens gesturing upon their crystal balls, 
activating changes on stage or on screen. !is image re"ects the original StarTrek episode with Captain 
Pike in a wheelchair unable to defend himself except through the medium of #lmic playback. !e aliens 
don't speak, they communicate telepathically. Advanced and unseen technology is used to make people 
who were horribly mutilated in a crash, forget their real appearance and live in a “Second Life” type of 
alternate reality. My approach is not to literally re-enact the lost episode, but reference it abstractly.

Relevant experience and expertise:
My previous opera, co-written with Lisa Karrer is !e Birth of George, co-produced by American 
Opera Projects and Harvestworks, with funding by the MaryFlagler Cary Charitable Trust, the 
Greenwall foundation and the Jerome Foundation, with an in-kind contribution of rehearsal/workshop 
and performance space at LaMama. !e performance was in 1997. An Aaron Copland grant enabled us 
to record the work and release it on Harvestworks/Tellus CD in 2003. !e opera was a major e$ort, 
even though there were only 11 instrumentalists and 11 vocalists. I am now thinking of a much smaller, 
intimate musical /dramatic work. Maybe there would only be a total of 8 performers, or even less. As 
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yet I am only assembling the images, texts, and just beginnng to compose the music and thinking of 
how it will all #t together.

Research/Production Plan:
I'm hoping to include the involvement of Mario Paoli, one of my thesis advisors, in helping in some 
capacity with the set, tech, lighting. He may be able to enlist class members to work on the piece with 
me. !ere will be Video projections manipulated by Jitter, which I have been learning. Multiple 

screens , di$erent sizes and placement. All authorship, in terms of original writing, and assembling the 
materials to be quoted, come from myself. Can the theater dept of New School participate with a 
director, actors, rehearsal space? Can Mannes be inticed to contribute singers and instrumentalists?
Timeline:
At the moment I am describing a piece that hasn't been written. I'm going to use much of my New 
School knowledge and techniques to create this #nal Masters thesis. It will be #nished and ready to 
perform in December 2012. I will complete the score in June 2012 (revised to Dec 2012) and begin 
rehearsals and workshops in September (recording and #lming). I'll be looking into the right size (fairly 
small black box) performing space within the New School, or have the production outside of school. 
Likely choices: Dixon Place, HERE !eater, !e Kitchen, Issue Project Room, Gershwin Hotel.

!e performances would be open to the general or invited public.
I will present an early version of a work in progress, and try for future developments and collaborations 
with other artists , dramaturgs, scenic designers, and etc., to grow the piece into a real viable work that 
can tour in a practical fashion to other colleges, museums, concert spaces and festivals. A quality #lm 
will be made of the opera.
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