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Abstract

This is a critical study of music for electric guitars by composer-performer Rhys
Chatham (b. 1952), work that distils and synthesises elements from various
genres, primarily, minimalism and rock. | investigate the development,
realisation, and import of these works, created between 1977 and 2006, in an
analytical, biographical, and cultural account that examines unpublished
performance directions, scores, and original interviews with this significant, yet
under-explored artist and his collaborators. An immanent sublime aesthetic
characterises Chatham’s formative experiences in downtown music, and |
explain how this informs his composition, performance, and listening practices
(including attendant issues of entrainment, frisson, and perceptualization). This
reading is situated within major music traditions of the later twentieth century
and at the forefront of a nexus of postmodern radical pluralism, operating across
the borderline of the avant-garde and the popular.

| use a range of research methods: aesthetics, cultural theory, interviews,
musical analysis, music theory, and my own experience of performing several of
these works. Part One maps Chatham’s development as a composer and
performer through his engagement with modernist, serialist, electronic,
minimalist, improvised, North Indian classical, popular, and rock music between
1952 to 1978, to interpret how he distiled key components of these
experiences. Part Two outlines how he synthesised these elements in several
non-notated works for the electric guitar, from 1977 to 1982, using idiosyncratic
and inventive approaches to composition and performance. Part Three provides
in-depth analyses of Chatham’s notated music for increasingly large ensembles
of electric guitars from 1984 to 2006, to outline the development of his post-
Cagean musical language, and interpret the wider import of these works.

| argue that the interpenetration and reciprocity of musical elements in these
works expand, and implode, pre-established forms of art and rock music. While
this eludes ‘either/or’ classifications, per se, this is a particular kind of post-
minimalism, with significant components of popular music, identifiable as part of
a post-1945 culture that was distinguished by immanence, participation, and
subjectivity.
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Chapter One: Introduction

This thesis studies Rhys Chatham’s music for electric guitars, a distinct body of
work from an important artistic figure in the history of twentieth and twenty-first
century music, working both within major musical traditions and at the borderline
of the avant-garde and the popular. While the composer has created music
spanning diverse genres and styles, using a variety of instrumentation, | will
focus on his distinctive and innovative compositions for multiple electric guitars
combining notable minimalist and rock components — the work he is best known

for, and which has hitherto been largely overlooked by scholarly research.

| will investigate how Chatham distils elements from a variety of musical forms,
and synthesises these together through a radical pluralist approach. Tim
Lawrence identifies this pluralism as characteristic of the vanguard music in
New York’s ‘downtown’ scene from the late 1970s onwards.’ My reading
situates Chatham’s artistic practice in a heterogeneous field, eluding simple
categorisation in the discourses and narratives of a mainstream, or ‘major’
culture, characterised by hegemony and hierarchy. To study his protean
endeavours across musical genres, | extend Branden W. Joseph’s application
of Gilles Deleuze’s concepts of a ‘minor history’ and ‘minor artist’ to the post-
Cagean arts directly to the composer’s work.? This rationale frames a study of
Chatham’s body of work for the instrument — informed also by my own
experience performing several of these works alongside the composer — to
present aesthetic and practical insights into the music. Thus, | contextualise the
origins of Chatham’s ‘borderline aesthetic’, as Bernard Gendron terms the work
of the composer and his peers, operating between classical and rock music

from the late 1970s onwards.’

' Tim Lawrence, ‘Pluralism, Minor Deviations, and Radical Change: The Challenge to
Experimental Music in Downtown New York, 1971-85’ (2014) in Benjamin Piekut (editor),
Tomorrow is the Question: New Directions in Experimental Music Studies (Michigan:
University of Michigan Press, 2014), 63-85.

% Branden W. Joseph, Beyond the Dream Syndicate: Tony Conrad and the Arts after Cage (New
York: Zone Books, 2008), 48-52.

® Bernard Gendron, Between Montmartre and the Mudd Club: popular music and the avant-
garde (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 291-296.
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There are two broad compositional approaches taken by the composer in his
music for electric guitars. Firstly, the non-notated music (from 1977 to 1982)
uses verbal instructions in performance, and in the last decade, these
instructions were written down as performance directions.* Secondly, the
notated music (from 1984 to 2006) uses scores to organise six to four hundred
musicians.’ Chatham’s solo electric guitar exploits the open-string playing of
just tunings developed in his non-notated music for the instrument, used
frequently in an improvisatory manner, in combination with flutes, trumpet, and

voice.®

| acknowledge Hal Foster’'s concept of ‘recoding’, which Chatham felt was
pertinent to his aesthetics in this work for electric guitars, especially Guitar Trio
(1977), whereby the material and imagery from popular culture is ‘recoded’ in
art, with a new meaning distinct from the popular cultural form.” | reconfigure
‘recoding’ into a two-part process informed by an aesthetic of the immanent
sublime: | use ‘distillation’ to outline how Chatham analysed and identified
characteristic components of musical aesthetics and practices, often by
reducing the component in question to its essence; | use ‘synthesis’ to refer to
the fusion of these components through these works for electric guitars.

| propose that an aesthetic of the sublime, as theorised by Jean-Francgois
Lyotard, informs avant-garde experimentation and consciousness expansion in
downtown music: this is evident in Chatham’s musical activity, including his
work for electric guitars, and that of key composers and musicians whom he
encountered during his formative artistic development.® Lyotard’s proposition is
that ‘it is in the aesthetic of the sublime that modern art [...] finds its impetus and
the logic of avant-gardes finds its axioms’.? This tasks the artist with innovating
new forms of representation, ‘to allow the unpresentable to become perceptible’

* These directions were written down when the works were performed outside the context of
Chatham’s regular ensemble, or less frequently, when performed without him.

® Chatham’s Harmonie du soir (2012) for electric guitar ensemble was scored but this
composition is not discussed in the thesis due to considerations of space; however, his
aesthetic and practice in notated music for six electric guitars, bass, and drums is discussed in
Chapter Seven.

® This solo work, developed from the beginning of the twenty-first century, is referred to, but it is
not given detailed analysis (the non-notated approach, however, is outlined in Part Two of the
thesis).

" Hal Foster, Recordings (Seattle: Bay Press, 1985).

8 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (translated by

o Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi) (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984).
Ibid, 77.
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whereby, what cannot be presented, can be conceived, and thus, experienced
through music.' Here, Philip Shaw proposes:

Whenever experience slips out of conventional understanding, whenever the
power of an object is such that words fail and points of comparison disappear,
then, we resort to the feeling of the sublime. As such, the sublime marks the
limits of reason and expression together with a sense of what might lie beyond
these limits."’

| seek to delimit this aesthetic in the chapters to follow.

An aesthetic of immanence is established in relation to post-1945 culture and
music — composer John Cage’s work in particular — and how this connects
specifically with musical postmodernism and Chatham’s contribution to it. |
delineate an immanent sublime in Chatham’s music for electric guitars that
seeks to elicit profound changes in consciousness. | present an argument that
details and interprets how the composer's amplified, densely timbral, and
repetitive music engages an individual immanently via trance-inducing elements
(see ‘A Framework to Interpret Listening Experiences’, below). | explicate this
turn toward immanence, as well as a focus upon participation and subjectivity

by studying Chatham’s activities across, and between, musical genres.

The thesis is a critical reading of the aesthetics and practice in Chatham’s music
for electric guitars, one that analyses and interprets his distillation of
components of avant-garde and rock genres, and their synthesis in these
musical works. This music for electric guitars is: Tone Death (1977), Guitar Trio
(1977), The Out Of Tune Guitar (1978), Acoustic Terror (1979), Wild Romance
(1980), 64 Short Stories (1981), Drastic Classicism (1981), Guitar Ring (1982),
Die Donnergdtter (1984-1986), An Angel Moves Too Fast to See/A Secret Rose
(1989/2006), and A Crimson Grail (2005)." His music for brass, electronics,
flutes, gongs, and trumpet is reviewed in relation to the development of works
for electric guitar, including Dr. Drone In Concert (1971) and Two Gongs (1971).

| draw together aesthetics, ethnographic approaches, musicology, and popular
music studies to present the findings of the research. Due to a lack of accurate
critical writing, providing in-depth discussion of how Chatham’s music was

composed and performed, this is, primarily, a music-determined analysis of the

"% Ibid, 80
" Philip Shaw, The Sublime (London: Routledge, 2006), 2.
' A Secret Rose is an expanded and rewritten version of An Angel Moves Too Fast to See.
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evolution and realisation of these works for electric guitar. The musical analysis
is contextualised in a biographical and cultural account to provide a combined
cultural, historical, and musical interpretation that draws together my
perspective as a performer and scholar of the work. As this is the first doctoral
thesis upon Chatham’s work, | endeavour to provide an extended and wide-
ranging study, with particular, though not exclusive, focus on the music for

electric guitar.™

1.1 Musical Analysis

| critique and interpret the music for electric guitar in analyses that draw upon
the historical reception of the music, my personal experiences performing the
works, performance directions, recordings, scores, testimony from performers
and composer, and writing on the subject. The analysis of Chatham’s music
focuses upon composition, performance, and listening. These three inextricably
interrelated elements of music, understood as humanly organised sound, are
outlined hereafter. ‘Composition’ is defined as the approaches used in advance
of a performance to structure the music, including musical notation,
performance directions, and verbal instruction. ‘Performance’ refers to the
combination of classical and rock methods used to shape the composition in
concert, or recorded performances, including forms of improvisation. ‘Listening’
pertains to a listener's musical experience, encompassing acoustic and
psychoacoustic phenomena (especially ‘perceptualization’), entrainment, and

frisson.

| draw upon a range of audio and video recordings of Chatham’s music that
encompasses both studio and live performances. ' Online material has
increased in the past decade, as the composer, institutions, or other individuals
publish this material, often via video-hosting sites, such as Vimeo and YouTube.

* To the best of my knowledge, this is the first Ph.D. study of Chatham’s music.
" See ‘Chatham Discography’ and ‘Online Resources for Chatham’s Music’ in the Bibliography
of this thesis.
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This provided documentation, where no substantial written records existed, and
allowed comparisons to be made between interpretations of the work."

While recordings are integral to the analysis of the music, nonetheless, they
lack the acoustic and psychophysical dynamics that a loud, immersive live
performance can provide a listener with. Byron Coley notes of Chatham’s
recordings, ‘there’s really no way to appreciate the physics-distorting volume at
which they were originally presented’.’® To address this concern, | participated
in two UK premieres of Chatham’s music for guitar orchestra as a guitarist: A
Crimson Grail, at the Anglican Cathedral, Liverpool, in September 2012, for the
Liverpool Biennial, and A Secret Rose, at Town Hall in Birmingham, in June
2014, for the Frontiers Festival. | attended solo and duo performances by
Chatham: a solo set at the Hunters’ Moon Festival in Leitrim, Ireland, on 27
October 2013, another solo set at Cafe Oto on 19 March 2014, and a duo
performance with Charlemagne Palestine, in London, on 20 March 2014. These
subjective, experiential accounts of listening to, and performing, Chatham’s

works provide a supplementary, qualitative dimension to the research.

1.2 A Framework to Interpret Listening Experiences

Participatory listening processes are a key aspect of Chatham’s work for electric
guitars. The framework | use to determine the prevalent features of these
experiences integrates the auditory, physiological, and psychological
components of listening, and attendant processes of notable consciousness
alteration. Laurie Spiegel’'s argument that new musical models are necessary to
discuss contemporary music is pertinent in this regard:

Hierarchical and other historically dominant models of perceived musical
organisation are increasingly inapplicable to new musical processes and
repertoire. The next major paradigm shift for music models, structures and
concepts, perhaps comparable in importance to that in which polyphony gave
way to homophony, may be a shift of emphasis from means of acoustic

' For example, see Rhys Chatham (The Kitchen Archives), Rhys Chatham: A Four Year
Retrospective (New York: Electronic Arts Intermix, 1981). Footage of another performance of
Chatham’s music for electric guitar during this era appeared on Ericka Beckman, 135 Grand
Street, New York, 1979 (London: Soul Jazz Records, 1979).

1 Byron Coley, ‘An Angel Moves Too Fast to See’, The Wire, Issue 231, May 2003, 56.
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production and the nature of sound per se to new musical models based on
psychoacoustics, cognitive studies and subjective auditory experience.17

This suggestion informed the creation of my own interpretative model, which |
use to analyse how a listener's subjective perceptual engagement and
participation may be encouraged, and their consciousness altered markedly by
specific phenomena: entrainment, frisson, and perceptualization. In this way, |
also test the veracity of Chatham’s statement that this ‘music tells a story, yet

somehow, it is the listener’s story’.'®

Notably, David Clarke and Eric Clarke propose that ‘music has the capacity to
both reflect human subjectivity and to be a powerful element in constituting it’."®
Moreover, David Clarke observes the essential attributes of music’s connection

with consciousness:

First, music models, moulds, and makes audible the flow of our inner, subjective
life—the sense of our being-in-the-world, ‘the pattern, or logical form, of
sentience’, as Susanne Langer [...] famously put it. Secondly, these processes
and their musical analogues are by definition temporalities. To be conscious is
to know one’s being from one moment to the next and to generate some
apprehension of unity—an enduring self, and enduring world (whether ‘real’ or
illusory)—out of experience. And while much in the everyday business of
human doing furnishes such conditions for consciousness, the making of music
might be argued as distinctive in these respects, since ‘musicking’ captures in
its very temporal essence the temporality that is essential to the knowing of
being—i.e.: consciousness.?

Correspondingly, | investigate how Chatham’s music is informed by, and
concerned with, the evocation of immanence — our being within the world — as

well as related issues of participation, sentience, and subjectivity.

| employ the term ‘trance-inducing’ to identify listening aesthetics and practices
that seek to reconfigure consciousness significantly. The umbrella term ‘trance’
is used to describe a process whereby a person’s consciousness may be
altered through music. | broadly identify two characteristic ways in which
consciousness may be altered through the autonomic nervous system (ANS):
as ergotropic trance or the ‘high arousal model’ (ritualistic), and trophotropic

' Laurie Spiegel, ‘Music as Mirror of Mind’, Organised Sound, Vol. 4, No. 3, December 2000,
151.

18 Rhys Chatham, liner note essay for Eliane Radigue, Adnos I-/ll, Table of the Elements
Records, SWC-CD-55, 2002.

'® David Clarke and Eric Clarke (editors), Music and Consciousness: Philosophical,
Psychological, and Cultural Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), xix-xx.

% David Clarke, ‘Music, phenomenology, time consciousness: meditations after Husserl’, Music
and Consciousness: Philosophical, Psychological, and Cultural Perspectives, 1.
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trance or the ‘low arousal model’ (meditative).?' The ANS connects body and
brain through its enteric, parasympathetic, and sympathetic subsystems, and
through music, arousal occurs in the sympathetic, and homeostasis or

quiescence in the parasympathetic.

Ergotropic trance is marked by an increase in the participant’s sympathetic
nervous system, characterised by arousal, often in an ecstatic or ritualistic
context; trophotropic trance is marked by an increase in the participant's
parasympathetic nervous system, characterised by homeostasis, often in a
meditative context. These trance processes originate ‘from the bottom up’
(ritualistic), where the body brings about changes in the brain through nervous
system activity, and ‘from the top down’ (meditative), where the brain brings
about changes in the body primarily through brain activity.”? These phenomena
may alter consciousness to ‘transcend or undermine one’s usual sense of self’,
as Kathleen Marie Higgins broadly describes trance processes, including
ecstatic experiences.?® | question how Chatham’s music for electric guitars may

activate these processes for a listener.

| use the concept of ‘perceptualization’ to interpret the mysterious quality of
timbre created by a subjective listening impulse, shaped by acoustic and
psychoacoustic phenomena, that alters a listener’s perceptions markedly.?* This
draws upon the research of ethnomusicologist, Cornelia Fales, who created the
term perceptualization in her study of timbre in African music, and Rebecca
Leydon’s extension of this concept into the context of avant-garde music, where
she details the connections between timbre, listening, and phenomenology.?®
This is appropriate to study Chatham and his mentors, whose music has a
strong timbral focus, leading to marked changes in consciousness for a listener.

#! Ruth Herbert, ‘Consciousness and Everyday Music Listening: Trancing, Dissociation, and
Absorption’, Music and Consciousness: Philosophical, Psychological, and Cultural
Perspectives, 296.

2 Eugene G. D’Aquli and Andrew B. Newberg, The Mystical Mind: Probing the Biology of
Religious Experience (Minnesota, Fortress Press, 1999), 23-27, 99-102.

% Kathleen Marie Higgins, The Music Between Us: Is Music a Universal Language? (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2012), 155.

% Cornelia Fales, ‘The Paradox of Timbre’ Ethnomusicology, vol. 46, no. 1, 2002, 56-95.

 Rebecca Leydon, ‘Clean as a Whistle: Timbral Trajectories and the Modern Musical Sublime’
MTO: A Journal for the Society of for Music Theory, Vol. 18, No. 2, June 2012,
http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.12.18.2/mto.12.18.2.leydon.html. Accessed 10 March 2013.
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In the composer's music for electric guitars, | seek to understand why
entrainment is likely to occur via sustained repetition of high-volume musical
sounds of considerable physicality. Entrainment is understood as ‘a
phenomenon in which two or more independent rhythmic processes
synchronize with each other. ?® Specifically, entrainment through music
manifests in ‘the synchronization of internal rhythm processes (such as
neuronal oscillations)?” or behaviour (such as tapping or dancing) to external,
periodic events (e.g., the beats in a rhythm)’.?® Patrik N. Juslin establishes how

this phenomenon may manifest as rhythmic entrainment,

Rhythmic entrainment refers to a process whereby an emotion is evoked by a
piece of music because a powerful, external rhythm in the music influences
some internal bodily rhythm of the listener (e.g. heart rate), such that the latter
rhythm adjusts toward and eventually “locks in” to a common periodicity. [....]

Entrainment is presumably enhanced by a marked pulse [...] and can increase

arousal, evoke feelings, and create a sense of “social bonding”.?°

Juslin adds that the ‘entrainment-inducing qualities of music, might produce
feelings of arousal, communion, and perhaps even trance-like altered states of
consciousness’.* In the context of this research, these implications of rhythmic

entrainment are considered also.

Affect induced by music, termed frisson, is examined in relation to Chatham’s
music as well. Frisson is defined as ‘a unique power to elicit moments of intense
emotional and psychophysiological response’, including ‘that moment when
music resonates so deeply and viscerally as to elicit a physical, bodily
response’.>! This is an experiential and sensuous phenomenon that integrates

‘emotional intensity with verifiable tactile sensations not localized to any one

% Martin Clayton, Rebecca Sager and Udo Will, ‘In time with the music: The concept of
entrainment and its significance for ethnomusicology’, 2004,
http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/experience/InTimeWithTheMusic.pdf. Accessed 27 August 2015.

o Repetitive or rhythmic neural activity in a listener’s central nervous system.

% Daniel J. Cameron and Jessica A. Grahn, ‘The Neuroscience of Rhythm’, The Oxford
Handbook of Music Psychology, edited by Susan Hallam, lan Cross, and Michael Thaut
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 363.

# Patrik N. Juslin, ‘Emotional Reactions to Music’, The Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology,
203.

% patrik N. Juslin, ‘Music and Emotion’, Music and the Mind: Essays in Honour of John
Sloboda, edited by Iréne Deliége and Jane Davidson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011),
122.

*" |_uke Harrison and Psyche Loui, ‘Thrills, chills, frissons, and skin orgasms: toward an
integrative model of transcendent psychophysiological experiences in music’, Frontiers in
Psychology, Vol. 5, July 2014,
http://journal.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00790/full. Accessed 29 October 2014.
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region of the body’.32 In Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’'s work, ‘affect’ is

delineated from feelings and emotion as a prepersonal phenomena:

AFFECT/AFFECTION. Neither word denotes a personal feeling (sentiment in
Deleuze and Guattari). L'affect (Spinoza's affectus) is an ability to affect and be
affected. It is a prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage from one
experiential state of the body to another and implying an augmentation or
diminution in that body's capacity to act. L'affection (Spinoza's affectio) is each
such state considered as an encounter between the affected body and a
second, affecting, body (with body taken in its broadest possible sense to
include "mental" or ideal bodies).*

Benedictus de Spinoza notes the difficulty of grasping, and conceptualising
affect because it ‘is a confused idea, by which the mind affirms of its body, or
any part of it, a greater or less power of existence than before’.** This
phenomenon of frisson, or musically-induced affect, as prepersonal intensity is
harmonious with effecting powerful changes in consciousness marked by

sentience.

Frisson resonates subjectively with a listener, yet it is distinct from emotions and

feelings. Accordingly, Eric Shouse states that ‘feelings are personal, emotions

are social, affects are prepersonal’:*

A feeling is a sensation that has been checked against previous experiences
and labeled. It is personal and biographical because every person has a distinct
set of previous sensations from which to draw when interpreting and labeling
their feelings. [....] An emotion is the projection/display of a feeling. Unlike
feelings, the display of emotion can be either genuine or feigned. [....] An affect
is a non-conscious experience of intensity; it is a moment of unformed and
unstructured potential [that] cannot be fully realised in language [...] because
affect is always prior to and/or outside of consciousness.*

While emotion and feeling both inflect, and differentiate, a listener's musical
experience (which can occur as a result of affect), frisson engages and alters
subjectivity through an encounter with a prepersonal intensity, life in its

immanence.

%2 Ibid.

% Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (translated by Brian Massumi)
(London/New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), xv.

% Benedictus de Spinoza, Ethics (translated by W.H. White and A.K. Stirling) (London:
Wordsworth Editions, 2001), 158.

% Eric Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’, M/C Journal: A Journal of Media and Culture, Vol. 8,
No. 6, December 2005, http://journal.media-culture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php. Accessed 18
August 2015.

* Ibid.
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| seek to determine how frisson may evoke profound emotive responses on an
individual, and collective level, and how this accords with a sublime of music.
Indeed, Gregory J. Seigworth argues that ‘the most everyday understanding of
affect comes from both music and from children (especially infants). In an
encounter with either there are moments of unspeakable, unlocatable sensation
that regularly occur; something outside of (beyond, alongside, before, between,
etc.,) words’.* Moreover, he states that musical affect can ‘reshape our
surroundings, [...] literally altering our sense of the immediate landscape and of
fa.38

the passage of time itsel Here, Shouse concurs, and elaborates:

Affect plays an important role in determining the relationship between our
bodies, our environment, and others, and the subjective experience that we
feel/think as affect dissolves into experience. [....] Because affect is unformed
and unstructured (unlike feelings and emotions) it can be transmitted between
bodies. The importance of affect rests upon the fact that in many cases the
message consciously received may be of less import to the receiver of that
message than his or her non-conscious affective resonance with the source of
the message.*

| analyse and interpret how these various trance-inducing musical components
can calibrate profound alterations of consciousness in the work of Chatham
(and others) to characterise the modality of a listener’s experience. | detail and
explicate the communal and social aspects also, often by linking this directly

with the music and vice versa.

1.3 Current State of Critical Commentary and Source Material

The primary source material is unpublished performance directions, scores of
the music, and audio and video recordings of the music. The analytical accounts
are derived from these sources, supplemented by personal involvement as a

guitarist, interviews, and correspondences with the composer and performers.

The secondary source material pertains to biography and cultural history,

musical analysis (composing, performing, listening), and aesthetics. There is no

¥ Gregory J. Seigworth, ‘Fashioning A Stave, or Singing Life’ Animations of Deleuze and
38Guattari, edited by J.D. Slack (New York: Peter Lang, 2003), 85.

Ibid.
% Eric Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect'.
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critical biography or substantial academic research on the composer’s work
available, presently; therefore, | draw upon scholarly and non-scholarly sources
to provide a reading of the development of this music for electric guitar.*’ |
engage with substantial non-scholarly material: articles, interviews, reviews, and
video footage, sourced from blogs, documentary film, magazines, newspapers,
online institutional archives, radio, and social media sites. For example, | use
several articles from The New York Times to provide a historical perspective on
Chatham’s musical activities from the late 1970s through to the present moment

(2017).

1.4 Structure of Thesis

The main research aim is broken down into smaller questions: what is the
cultural context in which these works developed? *' Which composing,
performing, and listening approaches characterise the music? What is the
significance of these works for contemporary music? This informs the three-part
structure of the thesis: Part One, Two, and Three, which focus upon these

questions, with some overlaps occurring necessarily.

1.4.1 Part One - The Development of Chatham’s Musical Aesthetics
and Practice

Part One of this thesis maps and interprets Chatham’s musical development
from childhood through to adulthood between 1952 and 1978 to examine how
and why his affiliation with American avant-garde composition and rock led to
his later work for electric guitar. | determine his key musical influences, outline
how these aesthetics and practices were assimilated into his formative
development as a musician and composer, and highlight the import of his
activities in avant-garde, electronic, improvised, Indian classical, popular, and

rock music.

* This reading is in chronological order where possible; however, from his late teens onwards,
Chatham was engaged in a variety of musical activities, often concurrently.

*" Part Three of this thesis does not cover the periods when Chatham moved away from
composing for guitar, firstly, to focus on music for brass from 1982 to 1984, and to explore
collaborative and improvised approaches for trumpet and electronica from 1994 to 2002.
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Although biographical information about the composer is available, there is little
known about how his formative experiences were assimilated and integrated
into the music. Chatham’s ‘The Composer's Notebook: Towards A Musical
Agenda For The 1990s’ partly accounts for his artistic development up until
1994, and summarises his major works. *> Another essay, entitled ‘5
Generations of Composers at the Kitchen’, and his liner notes to recordings,
also provided useful material.*> Chatham’s online posts, in particular, his own
website and Facebook page, presented insights into his artistic development
and working methods.** Interviews in written, audio, and video forms provided

documentation for periods lacking extensive accounts of his activities.*®

Chapter Two surveys the practical composing skills Chatham developed, and
how he gained experience performing a number of instruments (clarinet, flute,
synthesizer, and virginal). | discuss the importance of key downtown artists that
influenced his composing during this period: Maryanne Amacher, John Cage,
Charlemagne Palestine, Eliane Radigue, Terry Riley, and Morton Subotnick. |
assess Cage’s writing and works to determine how his musical aesthetic
engaged Chatham.”® | examine Chatham’s formative experiences composing
electronic music at the New York University studios alongside Subotnick, and a
number of other young composers in the late 1960s, and the significance of the
Electric Circus venue, by deploying Robert Gluck’s research.*’ | survey the
significance of minimalist composers who shaped Chatham’s musical
development, Riley and La Monte Young, drawing upon Keith Potter's
authoritative Four Musical Minimalists, and to a lesser extent Wim Mertens’

*2 Rhys Chatham, ‘The Composer's Notebook: Towards A Musical Agenda For The 1990s’,
1994, http://www.rhyschatham.net/nintiesRCwebsite/Essay_1970-90.html. Accessed 14 July
2014.

43 Rhys Chatham, ‘5 Generations of Composers at the Kitchen’ in Lee Morrissey (editor), The
Kitchen Turns Twenty: A Retrospective Anthology (New York: The Kitchen, 1992), 7-22.

4 Rhys Chatham, ‘The Official Website of Composer Rhys Chatham’,
http://www.rhyschatham.net/. Accessed 14 October 2014; Rhys Chatham, ‘Rhys Chatham:
Facebook’, https://www.facebook.com/rhys.chatham?fref=ts. Accessed 8 November 2014.

* For example, Barbara Golden, ‘Conversations at the Crack o’ Dawn: Rhys Chatham’, 1985,
Radio Interview, http://cec.sonus.ca/econtact/12_2/audio/RhysChatham.mp3. Accessed 17
May 2015.

*® John Cage, Silence (London: Marion Boyars, 2011); John Cage, A Year From Monday
(London: Marion Boyars, 2009).

*" Robert J. Gluck, ‘Nurturing Young Composers: Morton Subotnick's Late-1960s Studio in New
York City’, Computer Music Journal, Spring 2012, Vol. 36, No. 1, 65-80; Robert J. Gluck,
‘Silver Apples, Electric Circus, Electronic Arts, and commerce in late 1960s New York’,
International Computer Music Association, Michigan: University of Michigan Library, 2009,
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/i/icmc/bbp2372.2009.033?rgn=main;view=fulltext. Accessed 11
November 2012, 149-152.
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earlier American Minimal Music.*® | examine how consciousness expansion
through making music would influence Chatham’s work as a performer and
composer during this period and thereafter; especially, the fascinating and

transformative power of timbre, and its correlate the harmonic series.

Chapter Three traces Chatham’s development in New York’s downtown music
scene during the 1970s. | investigate his role as curator of the music
programme at the influential art performance space, The Kitchen, and how his
position in the downtown SoHo scene influenced his music. | survey the lasting
influence of musicians whom Chatham gained valuable experience, studying
and working alongside: Tony Conrad, Pandit Pran Nath, Charlemagne
Palestine, and La Monte Young. Tom Johnson'’s, The Voice Of New Music, a
collection of articles originally published in the Village Voice, from 1972 to 1982,
gives crucial insights into the activities of Chatham and his peers within New
York during the 1970s.* Marvin J. Taylor's The Downtown Book outlines the
broader cultural milieu that Chatham was operating in, through a collection of
insightful scholarly articles about downtown art during 1974-1984.%° | establish
the issues at hand in this post-Cagean scene further by drawing upon the
collection of short essays, The Kitchen Turns Twenty: A Retrospective
Anthology, and Branden W. Joseph’s Beyond the Dream Syndicate: Tony
Conrad and the Arts after Cage also.’’ The minimalist music he composed at
this point reflects his involvement with the aforementioned downtown musicians,
and would inform his later works for electric guitar. Timothy A. Johnson'’s article,
‘Minimalism: Aesthetic, Style, or Technique?’, is used to define the ‘minimalist

technique’ employed in the music.*?

A desire to evoke the spiritual dimensions of music is evident in Chatham’s

work, and of his mentors and peers in downtown music during this period, and |

*® Keith Potter, Four Musical Minimalists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Wim
Mertens, American Minimal Music (London: Kahn & Averill, 1983).

** Tom Johnson, The Voice Of New Music, New York: 1972-1982, digital copy of Eindhoven:
Het Apollohuis, 1989 edition, http://www.editions75.com/Books/TheVoiceOfNewMusic.PDF,
unpaginated. Accessed 18 August 2015.

%% Marvin J. Taylor (editor), The Downtown Book: The New York Art Scene 1974-1984 (New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2006).

*Lee Morrissey (editor), The Kitchen Turns Twenty: A Retrospective Anthology (New York: The
Kitchen, 1992); Joseph, Beyond the Dream Syndicate: Tony Conrad and the Arts after Cage,
2008.

5 Timothy A. Johnson, ‘Minimalism: Aesthetic, Style, or Technique?’, The Musical Quarterly,
Vol. 78, No. 4, 1994, 742-773.
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use the term ‘pleroma music’ to examine this aspect of their work. The term
pleroma arose in Gnosticism to signify the ‘fullness’ or ‘plenitude’ of the Divine
powers; it was first applied to a twentieth-century composition by Alexander
Scriabin (1871-1915) in his Promethée, Le Poéme du Feu (1910) to describe a
chord using six-notes: C, F#, B , E, A, and D. Richard Taruksin notes it was
‘designed by the composer to afford instant apprehension — that is, to reveal, in
the biblical sense — what was in essence beyond the mind of man to
conceptualise. [....] A genuine musical symbol: something that establishes a
nexus between external phenomenal reality [...] and the higher noumenal
reality’.53 | analyse and interpret the evocation of this experiential knowing, or
gnosis in the avant-garde compositions of the late-twentieth century.

This activity aligns with Joscelyn Godwin’s statement that music ‘contains all the
requisites for a path of spiritual development. It offers transformative
experiences for the body, the emotions, the intellect, and the soul’.>* Indeed, the
states of consciousness that inform, and can be induced through music can be
akin to, or identical with those experienced in spiritual practices, including
meditative or ritual contexts. For instance, Sabine Feisst affirms that meditation
is connected to music in three primary ways, ‘to the process of composition [...],
to performance and to the effects on the listener.>® David Clarke and Eric
Clarke state also that meditative musical practices may facilitate the
development of consciousness, as ‘meditation is above all a practical pathway
for developing consciousness’.*® The ritualistic aspect of this musical activity,
especially, the desire to create and share ecstatic or emotive states through
music, draws upon the communal, participatory, and subjective aspects of

listening and performance whereby ‘music is more than just music’.*’

*® Richard Taruskin, Music in the Early Twentieth Century: The Oxford History of Western Music
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 216.

> Joscelyn Godwin, ‘Music and the Hermetic Tradition’, Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity
to Modern Times, edited by Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. Hanegraaff (New York: State
University of New York Press, 1998), 194.

% Sabine Feisst, ‘Losing Control: Indeterminacy and Improvisation in Music Since 1950’, 2002,
http://www.newmusicbox.org/articles/Losing-Control-Indeterminacy-and-Improvisation-in-
Music-Since-1950/6/. Accessed 23 September 2015.

%® Clarke and Clarke, Music and Consciousness, xxi.

%" For details of plentitude and variety of accounts of intense experiential engagements with
music, see Alf Gabrielsson, Strong Experiences With Music: Music is Much more than just
music (translated by Rod Bradbury) (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2011).
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Here, Tim Hodgkinson’s elucidation of the term ‘spiritual music’, as that which
sets up ‘the revolt of the psyche against the language-narrated self’, is apt to
describe and contextualise the trance-inducing potency of downtown music that
shows the potential of art to facilitate the activation of trance processes.*® This
evocation of intense sentient experiences at the edge of subjectivity through
music is connected with both meditation and ritual, and the realisation of liminal
states of consciousness. In the context of Western culture, these spiritual
practices emphasising direct experience of a prepersonal force (God, the
Divine, Nature, the Self, etc.) are significant:

It is still often regarded as self-evident that western culture is based on the twin
pillars of Greek rationality, on the one hand, and biblical faith, on the other. [....]
The former may be defined by its sole reliance on the rationality of the mind, the
latter by its emphasis on an authoritative divine revelation. However, from the
first centuries to the present day there has also existed a third current,
characterized by a resistance to the dominance of either pure rationality or
doctrinal faith. The adherents of this tradition emphasized the importance of
inner enlightenment or gnosis: a revelatory experience that mostly entailed an
encounter with one’s true self as well as with the ground of being, God.*®

Accordingly, Marcel Cobussen records: ‘spirituality is neither subjective not
objective: it takes place in the space between subject and object; it comes into
being in relations, relations stripped off from ordinary structures’ at thresholds,
or ‘para-sites’, experiential spaces at the limits of subjectivity. ®® Deleuze and
Guattari define this as ‘a plane of immanence’, an infinite plane or smooth
space with no divisions.®’ This is also the immanent sound plane, ‘which is
always given along with that to which it gives rise, [that] brings the imperceptible

to perception’.®?

Chapter Four determines an engagement with popular music by Chatham and
other composers of ‘new music’ on the downtown scene from 1975 to 1978. Tim
Lawrence’s Hold Onto Your Dreams: Arthur Russell and the Downtown Music
Scene 1973-1992 provides useful interviews and original research relating to

Chatham in the context of his transition from minimalism into popular-music

%% Tim Hodgkinson, ‘Holy Ghost’, Arcana V, edited by John Zorn (New York: Hips Road, 2010),
209.

% Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Gnosis and Hermeticism, from Antiquity to
Modern Times (New York: State University of New York Press, 1998), vii.

% Marcel Cobussen, Thresholds: Rethinking Spirituality Through Music (Surrey: Ashgate, 2008),
20-21.

Z; Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 311.
Ibid.
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influenced composition in downtown music during this era.®® A Robert Fink
article also identifies the music of Chatham and his contemporaries as a broad
cultural movement of artists who brought together elements derived from avant-
garde classical and popular music.®* | account for the influence of punk rock
upon Chatham’s music, and determine how his attendance at a Ramones
concert in 1976 initiated the unfolding of his distinctive compositional voice.

| also examine his association with the no wave underground rock scene, and
the aesthetic and practical influence of this underground ‘popular avant-garde’.
The term “No wave” is hereby understood to deploy conceptual and
unconventional musical strategies operating across mainstream generic
conventions of art and rock. Stephen Graham’s research was also pertinent to
this area, especially, his identification of an ‘avant-garde’ aesthetic across
experimental art and underground popular (‘non-popular popular’) music, the
‘effort to radically make things anew’.?® Bernard Gendron’s Between Montmartre
and the Mudd Club: popular music and the avant-garde presents a rigorous
cultural and theoretical reading of the interaction between new music and no
wave in 1970s New York, including Chatham’s ‘borderline aesthetic’ between
art and rock.?® | also draw upon non-scholarly sources to chart the development
of Chatham’s music for the electric guitar and his engagement with the no wave
music scene, including Marc Masters’ No Wave, and Thurston Moore and Byron
Coley’s No Wave: Post Punk New York 1976-1980."

8 Tim Lawrence, Hold Onto Your Dreams: Arthur Russell and the Downtown Music Scene
1973-1992 (London: Duke University Press, 2009).

% Robert Fink ‘(Post)minimalisms 1970-2000: The Search for a New Mainstream’, The
Cambridge History of Twentieth Century Music, edited by Nicholas Cook & Anthony Pople
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 539-556.

8 Stephen Graham, Notes From The Underground: A Cultural, Political, and Aesthetic Mapping
of Underground Music. PhD Thesis, Goldsmiths College, University of London, 2012; Stephen
Graham f(Un)popular Avant-Gardes: Underground Popular Music and the Avant-Garde’,
Perspectives of New Music, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Summer 2010), 5-20.

% Bernard Gendron, Between Montmartre and the Mudd Club: popular music and the avant-
garde (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

®" Marc Masters, No Wave (London: Black Dog Publishing Limited, 2007); Thurston Moore and
Byron Coley, No Wave: Post-Punk Underground New York: 1976-1980 (New York: Abrahams
Image, 2008).
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1.4.2 Part Two - Aesthetics and Practice in the Non-notated Music for

Electric Guitar

Part Two of the thesis provides close-readings of individual works by Chatham
from 1977 to 1982 to interpret their import in the context of debates about
postmodernism in downtown music. Here, | outline the composing,
performance, and listening features of these works and interpret their
significance in the context of contemporary music.

Chatham’s most widely known work, Guitar Trio (1977), synthesises many of
the composer’'s musical experiences in an innovative form, drawing together
absorbed elements of new music and no wave rock. | provide a critical reading
of the music’s composition, how a performance shapes the music, and
characteristic features of listening experiences to determine the interpenetration
and reciprocation of art and rock aesthetics and practices in this music.

| contextualise and discuss Chatham’s work with tuning systems, equal-
tempered and just intonation, and their use in works for electric guitars. Just
intonation is here understood as ‘any system of tuning in which all the intervals
can be represented by whole-number frequency ratios’.®® Whole-number ratios
used in this tuning system may include the following examples:

Interval Whole-number ratios
Octave 2:1
Perfect Fifth 3:2
Perfect Fourth 4:3
Major Sixth 5:3
Major Third 54
Minor Third 6:5
Minor Sixth 8:5
Minor Seventh 9:5
Major Second 9:8
Major Seventh 15:8
Minor Second 16:15
Tritone 45:32.

% David B. Doty, The Just Intonation Primer, (San Francisco: Other Music Inc., 2002), 1.
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For example, if the fundamental note is tuned to 100hz, then the other notes
used will be related by whole-number ratios: an octave above would be tuned to
200hz, a ratio of 2:1, and so on. In Chatham’s music for electric guitar, he
mainly uses justly tuned intervals: primarily, unisons (1:1), fifths (3:2), and
octaves (2:1), and smaller harmonic ratios, derived from his tuition as a
harpsichord tuner, and with Tony Conrad and La Monte Young.®®

Chapter Six identifies how Chatham’s aesthetics and practice for non-notated
music for electric guitars developed from 1978 to 1982, and investigates the
significance of his activities. | examine The Out of Tune Guitar (1978), a
distinctive work that diverged radically from minimalism. | draw upon Kim
Gordon’s “Trash Drugs and Male Bonding’ article, which describes a Chatham
ensemble performance of an unnamed non-notated piece for electric guitar.”
This reading gives an aesthetic and practical insight into Chatham as a ‘serious
young composer who writes dirty music’ — ‘dirty’ referring to the impurity of
mixing rock and avant-garde performance approaches and sounds, including
the use of drugs to create more self-indulgent playing. Another article by
Gordon identifies the concept of persona-shaped music deriving from a rock
tradition in avant-garde music of the late 1970s; this serves as a point of
departure for an enquiry into how the individual functions in the context of an

ensemble performance of Chatham’s music.”

| outline the evolution of Chatham’s music for electric guitar in a series of other
lesser-known works, while contextualising these innovations in the
contemporary New York music scene. | provide a critical analysis of Drastic
Classicism (1981), a significant work for multiple electric guitars, using a
complex tuning system to produce abrasive, dense, and violent sounds. |
identify the increasing sophistication of Chatham’s compositions, such as Guitar
Ring, and discuss the nature of his ambiguous identity as a classical composer
and rock musician during this era. Lawrence’s ‘Pluralism, Minor Deviations, and
Radical Change: The Challenge to Experimental Music in Downtown New York,
1971-85’ provides a critical examination of downtown music during the period in

% For more, see: Kyle Gann, ‘Just Intonation Explained’, 1997,
http://www.kylegann.com/tuning.html. Accessed 19 August 2015.

"% Kim Gordon, ‘Trash Drugs and Male-Bonding’ (1980), Is It My Body: Selected Texts (edited
by Branden W. Joseph) (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014), 26-31.

" Kim Gordon, ‘'m Really Scared When [ Kill in My Dreams’ (1983), Is It My Body: Selected
Texts, 46-61.
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question. The text positions Chatham’s music for electric guitar as ‘radical
pluralism’, operating across the new music coming out of the avant-garde, and
no wave rock coming after punk.’? | identify this movement across genres in
Chatham’s work for electric guitar during this period, including the use of noisy
tonal sounds designed to alter a listener’'s consciousness, which influenced

strains of rock music subsequently.

| explicate how Chatham’s work prefigures the activity of vanguard figures in the
twenty-first century working across the mediums of classical, jazz, and rock
music. Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner identify this ‘avant-gardist’

characteristic of musicians operating across genres in contemporary music:

It cuts across classical music, jazz, rock, reggae, and dance music, it is
resolutely avant-gardist in character and all but ignores the more mainstream
inhabitations of these genres. [....] It is the vanguard fringe within each of these
generic categories that is fully and richly challenging prevailing assumptions
about the nature of music and sound, and challenging these genre categories
themselves. These vanguard practices destabilize the obvious, and push our
aesthetic and conceptual sensibilities to their limits.”

The critic Alex Ross also suggests these musicians working across genres in
the twenty-first century ‘unsettle whatever genre they inhabit, making the
familiar strange’.”® | determine how, and question why, Chatham’s work for
electric guitars may challenge prevalent assumptions about cultural and musical

practices in a radical manner.

1.4.3 Part Three - Aesthetics and Practice in the Notated Music for
Electric Guitar

Part Three of the thesis studies notated music by Chatham between 1984 and
2006. | focus on the form and style of the works to analyse details and distil

observations about Chatham’s music and interpret this period of his work.

2 Tim Lawrence, ‘Pluralism, Minor Deviations, and Radical Change: The Challenge to
Experimental Music in Downtown New York, 1971-85’ (2014), Tomorrow is the Question: New
Directions in Experimental Music Studies, edited by Benjamin Piekut (Michigan: University of
Michigan Press, 2014), 63-85.

"® Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner (editors), Audio Culture: Readings In Modern Music (New
York: The Continuum International Publishing Group, 2004), xvi.

" Alex Ross, The Rest Is Noise: Listening to the Twentieth Century (London: Harper Perennial,
2009), xv.
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Chapter Seven analyses Chatham’s first major notated composition for electric
guitar ensemble Die Donnergétter (1984-1986) to demonstrate how his post-
Cagean compositional practice expanded in this work. | examine his refined
instrumental sensibility and the prominence of modal music — akin to Indian
classical and rock music — in this composition, and their significance. | draw
conclusions about the combination of art and rock in this music and evaluate the
influence of Chatham’s musical aesthetics and practice on a generation of
artists across genres. Kyle Gann’s Music Downtown: Writings from the Village
Voice gives useful historical perspectives on Chatham and his contemporaries

(including John Zorn) working across genres in downtown music at this time.”

Robert Fink observes that Chatham is a composer ‘fascinated by the sonic and
ritualistic possibilities of massed guitars’.”® Accordingly, | interpret how an
individual might be engaged in a strong experience through a ritualised
engagement with Chatham'’s work synthesising downtown avant-garde and rock
music. Indeed, Judith Becker's notes of the ecstatic dimensions of

consciousness transformation accessible via music:

The strongest version of happiness in relation to musical listening and an
example of extreme arousal is ecstasy. Usually associated with religious rituals,
ecstasy, as extreme joy, almost by definition involves a sense of the sacred [...]
although musical ecstasy can justly be claimed by some attendees at secular
musical events such as rock concerts.”’

Dan Graham affirms the connections between New York rock music and
religion, or ‘rock as religion’ in American culture of the late 1970s and early
1980s, and proffers that rock music, as an art form, offers a more
‘transcendental, communal emotion’ than the plastic arts.”® This observation is
in the context of a reading of Patti Smith’s music, an individual who partially
inspired Chatham to take up playing punk rock (see Chapter Four of this thesis
also). Analogously, | investigate how profound emotion may be calibrated by

powerful forces in the composer’s music.

e Kyle Gann, Music Downtown: Writings from The Village Voice (California: University of
California Press, 2006).

"® Fink, ‘(Post)minimalisms 1970-2000: The Search for a New Mainstream’, 2004, 547.

"7 Judith Becker, Deep Listeners: Music, Emotion, and Trancing (Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 2004), 79.

’® Dan Graham, Rock My Religion, 1983-84; Dan Graham, ‘Rock My Religion’, Rock My
Religion: Writings and Projects, 1965-1990 (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1994), 92-115.
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Chapter Eight reviews Chatham’s An Angel Moves Too Fast to See (1989) and
the rewritten and expanded version of this work, A Secret Rose (2006) to outline
how this composition is realised in performance. Gann’s American Music in the
Twentieth Century textbook provides an insightful profile of Chatham, with an
overview of the music including an excerpt from An Angel Moves Too Fast to
See.” However, it provides only a brief examination of his music. Tim
Rutherford-Johnson provides useful interpretative arguments about Chatham’s
work for electric guitars, including An Angel Moves Too Fast to See in Music
After The Fall: Modern Composition Since 1989. Nonetheless, there is a lack of
musical detail to back up the interpretations of these compositions, and errors in
describing the aforementioned work and its performance as being comprised of
the composer and his ‘own band of four guitarists, one bassist, and one
drummer, who act as leaders for the other hundred players’.®® Chatham
performs this composition with the assistance of six section leaders — and three
in the rewritten A Secret Rose — who play guitar intermittently while directing the
assembled musicians as sub conductors, with the bassist and drummer
following the directions of the composer/conductor. This is indicative of the lack
of substantial, in-depth research on Chatham’s work to date. Thus, | examine
the practical concerns in this work in which the composer employs notation,
conducting, improvisation, separate movements, and tuning groups, to
determine the distinguishing features of the composition and the social and
political dimensions import of the work.

Chapter Nine provides a reading of A Crimson Grail (2005) to study Chatham’s
musical language, whereby composition and performance combine to create
intense listening experiences. | build upon Sean Higgins brief reading of A
Crimson Grail using Deleuzian theory also. Here, | understand Higgins’ use of
‘abstract sound’ or ‘noise’, his term for ‘an indistinct apparition’ that a listener
grasps toward, to be the timbre of the guitar orchestra of over one hundred
musicians playing densely layered and repetitive music.?’ Higgins asserts that
the result of this practice is ‘a shifting of the auditory frame from the sensible to

7 Kyle Gann, American Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: Schirmer, 1997).

% Tim Rutherford-Johnson, Music After The Fall: Modern Composition and Culture Since 1989
(California: University of California Press, 2017), 194.

® Sean Higgins, ‘A Deleuzian noise/excavating the body of abstract sound’ in Brian Hulse and
Nick Nesbitt (editors), Sounding The Virtual: Gilles Deleuze and the Theory and Philosophy of
Music (Surrey: Ashgate, 2010), 75.
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that which gives rise to the sensible’, an encounter with one’s being, or
animating principle, through an audible expression of hidden forces, ‘harnessing

“nonsonorous forces” and making them sonorous’.®?

This evocation of ‘forces’ draws upon Deleuze’s reading of art's power to

enliven:

How could sensation sufficiently turn back onto itself, expanding and
contracting, to capture the non-given forces that it provides us, in order to make
insensible forces sensible and raise itself to its own conditions? It is in this way
that music must render non-sonorous forces sonorous.

While Deleuze does not develop this idea to explain how music might practically
‘render non-sonorous forces sonorous’, neither does Higgins apply it in any
great detail to Chatham’s music. | interpret this as follows: the forces rendered
sonorous are of life itself in its immanence (or as Deleuze terms it ‘A LIFE’)
realised through the individual as the source of their subjectivity, and as an
animating principle.®* Rather than as the revelation of a unitary meaning of life, |
suggest this occurs via a peculiar (postmodern) immanent sublime of music,
which seeks to alter consciousness by making prepersonal forces manifest for
an individual through a profound experience of life.

Lawrence Jay Rizzuto terms Chatham’s aesthetic as ‘Post-minimal Punk’ in a

reading of A Crimson Grail.®®

Here, he presents a plausible case that the
composer’'s music combines ‘the aggressive musical tendencies of punk with
post-minimalism specific to [an] unconventional adaption and use of the electric
guitar and that ‘Chatham widened the landscape of American experimental
music while cleverly engaging participants and listeners in his distinct musical
blend of punk and post-minimalism’.86 However, there are several factual errors
in relation to the music’s practical aspects; for example, the composer’s music

for electric guitar never uses ‘distortion’,?’ the use of ‘just intonation’ is not one

*2 Ibid.

% Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation (translated by Daniel Smith)
(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2003), 48.

% Gilles Deleuze, ‘Immanence: A Life’ (1995), Pure Immanence: Essays on a Life, edited by
Gilles Deleuze (New York: Zone Books, 2005), 27.

% Lawrence Jay Rizzuto, The Post-Minimal Punk in NYC: A Study of Rhys Chatham and A
Crimson Grail’, Mosaic: Journal of Music Research, Vol. 3, 2014,

86http://g1;sa.buffalo.edu/MUGSA/mosaicjournaI/vol3/rizzuto/rizzuto.pdf. Accessed 1 March 2015.
Ibid, 1.

*" Ibid, 2-3.
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of punk rock’s characteristic traits,® its aesthetic is not commonly associated
with ‘dissonant tunings’,?® and the performance and composition of A Crimson
Grail does not include ‘plucking or strumming methods near the bridge, the nut,
or tuning pegs’.®° As is the case for the majority of writing on Chatham’s music,
Rizzuto and Higgins’ analyses lack accurate and detailed technical descriptions
of key aspects of the compositions and how they function in performance.
Moreover, the aesthetics are proposed without linking them clearly to the

practical aspects in a rigorous and substantial manner.

| endeavour to fill in the gaps in the knowledge through a reading that reveals
the aesthetic and practical components of composing, performing, and listening
to this music, and its cultural significance. ‘Conclusions and Future Research
Directions’ ends the thesis based upon the arguments and evidence presented,
and with suggestions for further research in this area. This overall conclusion
also provides a final evaluation of Chatham’s wider significance as a composer.

| have outlined the context and rationale for this research, set out the aims and
issues, and summarised the available evidence base, relevant to this thesis to
follow. In the next chapter, | will use this interpretative framework to develop and
expand upon the arguments presented here.

% |bid, 3.
% |bid.
 bid, 6-7.
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Part One: 1952-1978

The Development of Chatham’s Musical Aesthetics and

Practice
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Chapter Two: Expanding Musical and Perceptual
Horizons (1952-1970)

In this chapter, | map the development of Chatham’s aesthetics and practice,
encompassing his formative experiences with early, serialist, avant-garde,
electronic, minimalist music, and the crucial influence of John Cage, especially,
the expansion of the sound palette in avant-garde composition, connected with
modes of listening, which seek to evoke immanence through music. These
experiences with contemporary classical and avant-garde music led to
Chatham’s involvement with Morton Subotnick and the New York University
(NYU) studio. Here, | outline the significance of Chatham’s electronic music,
and the Electric Ear concert series, including a Terry Riley performance. The
work of composers Maryanne Amacher, Charlemagne Palestine, and Eliane
Radigue, and the perceptual fascination in the drone minimalism from the NYU
studios will be examined to determine its influence on Chatham’s development
too. The relevance and nature of his tuning studies and work, and their import

for his music is also explored.

2.1 Formative Experiences: Early Music, Modernism, and John Cage

The earliest memory | have of hearing music was at my parents' apartment in
Greenwich Village in New York when | was about 5 years old. It was
Stravinsky's Histoire du Soldat. It still brings tears to my eyes when | hear it,
especially the main trumpet solo in one of the sections. The first pop song |
remember hearing — this was much later, when | was 11 — was Nancy
Sinatra's These Boots Are Made For Walking. While | must say that it doesn't
bring tears to my eyes, | still kinda like it! Although whilst listening to it that first
time, | felt a bit like a secret agent, spying on the other camp, as it were.”

Rhys Chatham was born in New York on 19 September 1952. His parents Price
and Georgina lived in an apartment at 56 MacDougal Street in Greenwich
Village, Manhattan; a neighbourhood where Chatham spent much of his

childhood and early teens. ‘The Village’, as it is known, was a haven for artists,

! Benjamin Sand, ‘Into the Mind of Rhys Chatham’, 2012,
http://www.badsoundsmagazine.com/article/into-the-mind-of-rhys-chatham/. Accessed 21
September 2013.
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musicians, painters, poets and writers, especially during the 1950s when it was
associated with a nonconformist lifestyle. Price was an early music enthusiast
and virginals player, and Georgina a violist, and Chatham grew up in a home
where music was played regularly. He recalls, ‘we listened to music from the
Queen Elizabethan period, we went up to Bach, skipped over the romantic

period’.?

Under his father’s influence, Chatham suggests he became ‘a devotee’ of early
music — particularly, composers John Bull and Giles Farnaby — which he began
to play on the virginal.®> The use of modalities in early music also prefigured
Chatham’s later interest in this area. In addition to the keyboard, Chatham
began to play clarinet at eight years of age. His parents educated him privately,
and as a result, he developed rapidly in a household where he was encouraged
to play music and read on a variety of topics. Family friends included early
music enthusiast Albert Fuller, harpsichord-maker Hugh Gough, and the New
York Philharmonic’s pianist Paul Jacobs — a social circle that would enrich
Chatham’s musical development. For instance, Jacobs gave his time to assist
Chatham with reading through the contemporary flute repertoire — including
Boulez's Sonatine for Flute and Piano (1946) — when he began his studies of

the instrument shortly thereafter.

At age thirteen, Chatham began to study flute at the Third Street Music School
Settlement, an instrument that he would develop a level of virtuosity on. He
continued to work with the instrument subsequently, and during the last decade
he has played music in solo, duo, and trio configurations using alto, bass, and C
flutes, often in addition to electric guitar, trumpet, and voice. His initial study of
the repertoire for flute featured works by Luciano Berio, Pierre Boulez, Mario
Davidovsky, Oliver Messiaen,® Edgard Varése, and Stefan Wolpe, and led to his

involvement with contemporary classical music:

| did have a wonderful flute teacher and her specialty was contemporary music,
and so when | wanted to play Density 21.5, | had no problem because she was
playing Density so she was happy to teach me. And then we studied Pierre
Boulez Sonatine for Flute and Piano, and of course | went to the Lincoln Centre

2 Charles Amirkhanian, ‘Other Minds Presents: An Interview with Rhys Chatham’ 2013,

, http://radiom.org/detail.php?omid=OMP.2013.06.08. Accessed 20 September 2013.
Ibid.

® Oliver Messiaen, Le Merle Noir (1952), for flute and piano.

39



library and got out Stockhausen’s Piano (Klavierstlicke I-XI) pieces [...] |
listened to everything Webern and Schoenberg ever did.”

By studying pieces such as Varése’s Density 21.5 (1936) and Stockhausen’s
Klavierstiicke [-XI (1956), he became familiar with the ‘open work’ and
alternative forms of notating music, and how an interpretation of the music

differed according to the performer’s choice from the score.

Umberto Eco identifies Stockhausen’s aforementioned piece along with Luciano
Berio’s Sequenza 1 (1958) — another work that Chatham would study — as
examples of open works in music.® Berio’'s Sequenza 1 for solo flute used
proportional notation that granted the performer a degree of freedom to interpret
the rhythms of the work, Chatham would later propose that these methods of
notation opened up ‘the possibility that traditional ways of writing music might in
fact be forcing the listening into fixed ways of hearing’.? Indeed, his own later
music would likewise seek to liberate the composer, listener, and performer

from the regimentation of a musical score in distinct ways.

These formative experiences with modern music were complemented by
studies in counterpoint and harmony at the Manhattan School of Music.
Chatham indicates how his initial experience of composition led to a desire to

organise sound:

Donald Stratton did this theory class and while he was teaching us theory, he
made us do pieces because everyone was a musician. And my pieces were
post-serialist music pieces [....] Stratton taught me about tone rows: original,
retrograde, reverse of retrograde, inversion... and then | realised | could subject
a serial technique to all the parameters of music. '

He would continue composing using these formal, post-serial methods until
seventeen years of age, exploring the twelve-tone system with a devotion,
enthusiasm, and rigour characteristic of his approach to music. During
Chatham’s mid-teens, his stance was unequivocal, ‘| was totally serialist, totally
atonal, | didn’t want to hear anything about harmony and |I-V-| progressions, or

anything like that. If it wasn’t atonal or if it wasn’t at least noise you could just

! Chatham, in interview with the present author, 2013.

® Umberto Eco, ‘The Poetics of the Open Work’ (1959), Claire Bishop (editor), Participation:
Documents of Contemporary Art (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2006), 20-40.

® Chatham, ‘5 Generations of Composers at the Kitchen’ (1992), 9.

10 Chatham, in interview with the present author, 2013.
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leave that at the door, as far as | was concerned.’® He would also later
compose and perform Echo Solo (1989) for midi-keyboard, a combination of
Boulez’'s serial techniques, John Cage’s aleatory procedures, and a tuning

system inspired by La Monte Young.

When Chatham borrowed Silence by John Cage (1912-1992) from the Lincoln
Centre library in 1963, it signalled the beginning of a life-long engagement with
the composer’s music and philosophy. For Chatham, Cage is first and foremost
a significant aesthetic influence, yet this influence also has a practical
component. Thus he affirms that [Cage’s] writing profoundly influenced many,
many people, including myself." | focus upon two interrelated facets of Cage’s
work and its import for Chatham as a composer, namely, an expansion of
sounds used in avant-garde composition, and a focus upon immanence (and

conscious expansion) through listening to music.

From the 1940s onwards, Cage’s aforementioned innovations inspired a good
deal of subsequent avant-garde adventurousness and conceptualism. Douglas
Kahn establishes the significance of Cage, after Luigi Russolo had ‘inaugurated

avant-gardism in music when he questioned the nature of musical materiality’,

It was Cage who took Russolo’s impulse to its logical conclusion when he
proposed that any sound can be used in music; there need not be even any
intention to make music for there to be music, only the willingness to attune to
aural phenomena. In other words, sounds no longer required any authorial or
intentional organization, nor anyone to organize them — just someone to listen.
This new definition of music served to extend the range of sounds that could
qualify as music raw material as far as possible into the audible, or potentially
audible, world. Categories like dissonance and noise became meaningless, and
the line between sound and musical sound disappeared; every sound had
become musical sound.™

Cage encouraged a listener to determine their relationship to sound — freed
from the domineering authorship and intentionality of the composer — via an

immanent engagement through music. He states:

" Ibid.

" Ibid.

' Douglas Kahn, ‘The Latest: Fluxus and Music’ (1993) Sound (Documents of Contemporary
Ant), edited by Caleb Kelly (Massachusetts: MIT Press), 30.
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A man is a man and a sound is a sound. To realize this, one has to put a stop to
studying music. That is to say, one has to stop all the thinking that separates
music from living. There is all the time in the world for studying music, but for
living there is scarcely any time at all. For living takes place each instant and
that instant is always changing. The wisest thing to do is open one’s ears
immediately and hear a sound suddenly before one’s thinking has a chance to
turn it into something logical, abstract, or symbolical. Sounds are sounds and
men are men, but now are feet are a little off the ground."

During the 1960s and thereafter, Chatham began to develop music that likewise
privileged modes of listening connected with immanence. Similarly to Cage, he
created music focused upon rhythm, texture and timbre, rather than melodic
lines. Also, the heterogeneity and hybridity of both composers’ work consisted
of combining a varie