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Increasingly I find the term ‘music’ to be an unhelpful one. Or rather, it can often get in the way. Music is frequently associated with notions of communication (we talk of the “language of music”). However, John Cage challenges us to seek not a message but a new experience. It is too often the case that the question “But is it music?” is asked. Without, I hope, sounding rude, my response to such a question is “I don’t really care” (though the fact that the word ‘music’ features in the titles of three out of the four compositions being played in this concert certainly portrays the thoughts of these composers on this matter). Instead of dwelling on such issues, it is my hope that beauty will be found in all of these pieces. I find the works of both composers to be highly poetic, both in an idealised sense and in an actual, here-and-now aural sense. The simplicity of the ideas behind the pieces belies a more complex and highly sophisticated sonic result. I have nothing to say and I am saying it – and it is poetry (John Cage)

Music for Marcel Duchamp is written for prepared piano, here a simple preparation consisting mainly of pieces of fabric inserted between the strings of a small collection of notes. It was written to accompany a filmed sequence of stills by the iconic artist Marcel Duchamp.

Music for Piano with Slow Sweep Pure Wave Oscillators is one of a number of pieces by American radical Alvin Lucier to explore the combination of acoustic instruments with the purity of electronically created sine waves. The pianist plays tones around the sliding pitches of the two sine waves which, as they interact with each other and with the acoustical properties of the space in which they are being performed, create ‘beating’, an audible effect of colliding sound waves in space. 

The score for Electronic Music for Piano is more a list of ideas or resources which can be used to create a piece. For this performance I have used chance operations (primarily by using tracings of start charts) to determine which pages of Cage’s earlier Music for Piano 69-84 are to be played and in which order; the durations of each page; the use of pedal; the types of attack; the controls of volume and frequency for each of the six microphones placed in the performance space; and the timings and frequencies of sine waves which are brought into the mix, much like a background environmental drone.
Nothing is Real (Strawberry Fields) draws on the Beatles’ tune of the title to create a rich field of resonance which is then played back through a vessel considerably smaller than the total acoustical space available.
