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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 

In my quest for a picture for the cover of this book, I was confronted with the fact that 

voice and sound are invisible. Moreover, invisibility is of specific importance to 

electroacoustic music. Its most radical form is acousmatic music: without any visual 

component, and best listened to with closed eyes. But even when there are performers 

or other visual aspects, the essence of electroacoustic music is the loudspeakers – 

rather neutral entities, that do not look very exciting, and that are to a large extent 

independent of the sounds being heard. However, in the end I did find a wonderful, 

meaningful picture: a photograph from the music theatre piece Lautsprecher Arnolt. 

Although my dissertation does not focus on music theatre, and I do not discuss this 

work, it does relate to my study in several ways. 

 Lautsprecher Arnolt is a co-creation by several authors or creative actors. 

Huba de Graaff is the composer and the creator of its main concepts, such as the role 

of the multifaceted loudspeakers, a recurring theme in her oeuvre. Indeed, in a study 

on gender and music, one might expect a focus on female composers. Nevertheless, I 

have a different approach. Firstly, gender concerns both femininity and masculinity, 

female-ness and male-ness. Secondly, I focus more on music and its surroundings 

than on persons. I also argue that a focus on gender could result in a shift away from 

or a critical distance to ‘the author’ or ‘the composer’. This is a thread throughout the 

dissertation and is also specifically discussed in Chapters I and VII. In fact, most 

compositions discussed in this dissertation are by male composers – but with ‘the 

Death of the Author’ in mind, this may not matter much, as the focus is on the music 

and its surroundings, on its voices, and on the listener’s interpretation. However, it is 

not by accident that I chose a picture of a work by a female composer. The danger of 

doing away with the Author, is that one repeats the stereotypical disregard for female 

composers. But to single out female composers is tricky in several respects. The 

problematic question whether female composers form a group and whether there is a 

specific feminine musical style, is discussed in Chapter XIII. There, I point out that 

the electroacoustic work of women is often interdisciplinary and collaborative, mixing 

and transgressing disciplines, roles or genres. And again this may challenge the notion 
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of authorship. In this respect, both Lautsprecher Arnolt and Huba de Graaff’s oeuvre 

can be considered exemplary. 

Loudspeakers are not neutral, quasi-invisible entities in De Graaff’s work, but 

hilarious personae, or otherwise prominently present. Far from hidden or neutral, a 

demystification and creative (re-)invention of the electroacoustic apparatus is an 

important thread in her work. In Lautsprecher Arnolt, the stage is overcrowded with 

all kinds of loudspeakers. Some loudspeakers are like singing puppets, which move 

independently or are manipulated by the only human actor (Marien Jongewaard), 

seemingly in a dialogue. The loudspeakers are also material entities, funny looking, 

inventive objects, but also obstacles that stand in the way and are thrown around. The 

loudspeakers emit a quasi-cacophony of voices, sounds and musical styles, partaking 

in the performance and evolving along with the dramatic course. While having fun 

with loudspeakers, Lautsprecher Arnolt also has a political focus, dramatizing the role 

of public address sound technology (amplification, radio, television) in Nazi Germany 

and other mass movements: loudspeakers as a political medium. It is a show with 

loudspeakers, about loudspeakers. This emphasis on both playfulness and socio-

political meaning of sound technology, instead of the assumption of neutrality, 

abstraction and perfection of the electroacoustic apparatus, contrasts with the strong 

tendency towards a formalist-technological discourse in electroacoustic music as 

discussed in Chapter I. 

 As I demonstrate in Chapter II, a female vocalist and a male composer are a 

common combination in electroacoustic music, especially in the traditional concert 

setting; and this relates to gender patterns in other cultural domains. The performance 

of male actor Marien Jongewaard is remarkable in this respect. Marien Jongewaard’s 

performance is intense, bodily, emotional, expressive; ranting, singing, screaming and 

crying like a madman. Such a departure from the stereotypical musical gender 

patterns goes together with an avoidance of traditional musical-institutional 

conventions. The diverse field of electroacoustic music harbours both reinforcements 

of gender conventions and transgressions of such stereotypes.  

In Lautsprecher Arnolt, the bizarre story of the wandering writer provocateur 

Arnolt Bronnen becomes a display of excessive masculinity going rampant. This man 

is a ‘loud-speaker’ in a world of loudspeakers. Here and there throughout my 

dissertation, I briefly discuss different forms of masculinity in relation to 
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electroacoustic music with the idea in mind that this might deserve a separate study at 

a later stage. 

 

It has been a long way to reach this final dissertation. When I decided that my study 

of electro-vocal music would focus on gender, I was bringing together two areas of 

interest that seemed widely separated. But then gender issues were mentioned as a 

specific area of interest for the International Computer Music Conference 1995 in 

Banff (Canada). The paper I presented in Banff turned out to be a kind of blueprint for 

the following study. 

 I rethought the topic again and again in various papers and articles, and finally 

reworked it for this dissertation. (In the process I also made several detours and 

headed in other directions.) Appropriately, the internal structure of this book is more 

like a network, a web, or a spiral, than a linear discourse. Some chapters are revised 

versions of articles published in academic journals or books. Each chapter can be read 

independently. A short overview of the chapters can be found at the end of Chapter I 

or, more extensively, in the Summary. To clarify the line of the argument and the 

connection to the other chapters, I have sometimes repeated summaries of discussions 

in other chapters and referred to other parts of the book. To add more context, I have 

made extensive use of footnotes. I hope this helps, rather than annoys, the reader. 

 Each chapter that has already been published, stands for a larger experience. I 

was asked to be a guest editor for an issue of Organised Sound: A Journal on Music 

and Technology (2003) on gender and music technology; an exciting and challenging 

experience, because at that time, there were only a few publications in this field. My 

article in this issue forms the basis for Chapter II and III. In 2005, I was invited to 

give a keynote lecture at the conference In and Out of the Sound Studio at Concordia 

University in Montreal. The lecture grew into an article for Intersections: Canadian 

Journal of Music (2006), of which Chapter VIII is a revised version. As a participant 

of the Sound Reading Group of the Amsterdam School of Cultural Analysis (ASCA), 

I contributed an article to the book Sonic Mediations (2008); Chapter VI is a revised 

and extended version of this article. In 2006, a small, unusual group of people, of 

which I was one, organized the conference Cathy Berberian: Pioneer of 

Contemporary Vocality and Performance at the University of Amsterdam. This 

conference resulted in the forthcoming book Cathy Berberian: Pioneer of 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Preface and Acknowledgements 
 
x 

Contemporary Vocality. My contribution to this book is a revised version of Chapter 

V. 

 

A long journey means many passersby and fellow travellers; some of which I 

encountered again in different places, phases and trajectories. They constitute a 

network that embedded and fed my research. 

I wish to thank Leigh Landy for the important opportunities he gave me. As 

associate professor of musicology, he invited me to submit a PhD proposal at the 

University of Amsterdam. Soon after, he left the UvA for better positions at British 

universities. I met him again as organizer of international conferences and meetings. 

As the editor of Organised Sound, he asked me to serve as guest editor for the issue 

on gender and gave me ample room for this uncommon theme. 

I am very grateful to my supervisor Remko Scha for adopting my PhD project 

from the start. Although he is professor in another discipline (alfa-informatica or 

computational linguistics), he impressed me with his knowledge of and interest in my 

field of research. His encouragement, trust, support and critical remarks were of 

invaluable importance thoughout. 

I am grateful to research institute ISELK for granting my application and to 

the University of Amsterdam and the musicology department for providing this 

position and an academic home. My fellow PhD candidates at musicology were good 

company, especially my office roommate Jette Straub. Joke Dame introduced the 

new, exciting approaches of feminist musicology into the Netherlands; without this, 

my research would probably have taken a different direction. I owe much to her own 

groundbreaking work on voice, gender and psychoanalysis in Western classical music 

– I hope this becomes clear in the following pages.  

Various research institutes generously allowed me to join their seminars. In 

his course on the semiotics of concrete/sound poetry and experimental literature, Eric 

Vos introduced me to Derek Attridge’s chapter on onomatopoeia and Joyce’s Ulysses, 

which was crucial for my account of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) in Chapter V. I wish 

to thank Ruth Oldenziel for her inspiring seminars on Gender and Technology Studies 

at the Belle van Zuylen Instituut (UvA) and her encouragement to an interdisciplinary 

application of its concepts in my musicological work: the actor-network theory 

provided an extra dimension to the critical distantiation of the author/composer (as 
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discussed in Chapter VII). And I wish to thank Rosi Braidotti and her team for the 

PhD seminars of Womens’ and Gender Studies at Utrecht University. 

ISELK became ASCA, which provided an inspiring interdisciplinary 

academic environment and offered seminars and conferences, with Mieke Bal as its 

driving force; I wish to thank managing director Eloe Kingma for her continuing, 

friendly presence and support. ASCA became especially interesting when the initial 

focus on philosophy, literature and visual arts was later complemented with studies of 

music and sound; I wish to thank the members of the ASCA Sound Reading Group; 

especially Carolyn Birdsall and Anthony Enns who organized and edited the book 

project Sonic Mediations; and Pieter Verstraete who joined the organizational 

committee of the ASCA conference on Cathy Berberian and contemporary vocality. 

Largely external to the academic world, but always enthusiastically involved in 

feminism and music(ology), Carla Brünott was a driving force behind this conference 

and the forthcoming book. Her encouragement and interest in my work helped me 

persevere.  

A nice digression was the book on Madonna (1999) that I wrote together with 

film scholar Patricia Pisters, and so were the preceding course and the following 

media attention and lectures. (But notwithstanding the difference in musical genre, 

writing style and intended readership, there are some theoretical links with my 

dissertation.) I experienced how gratifying collaboration and interdisciplinarity can 

be; and I also learned about film studies. I was a paranymph at her doctoral defence a 

long time ago. I am happy that I meet Patricia again as an esteemed member of the 

doctoral committee. 

I have derived a lot of inspiration and encouragement from contacts abroad. I 

can not mention all the different people who reacted to my papers at conferences or 

via email, but their interest motivated me. Of specific importance were the 

International Computer Music Conference 1995 in Banff (Canada), the Feminist 

Music and Theory conferences at the University of Virginia (1997) and in London 

(1999) (visits funded by UvA and NWO) and several Electroacoustic Music Studies 

network conferences (visits funded by Donemus/MGN/MCN). A great thank you 

goes to all the composers who (often for free) sent me their scores, CDs, 

documentation and answers to my questions. I didn’t include everything in my 

dissertation; but some of it may pop up in future research. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Preface and Acknowledgements 
 

xii 

Andra McCartney’s work on gender and music technology preceded mine, and 

was an important example and source of inspiration to me. I first met her in Banff and 

her sophisticated approach impressed me. I was happy that she submitted an article to 

the Organised Sound issue on gender. I wish to thank her for inviting me to give a 

keynote lecture at her inspiring In and Out of the Sound Studio conference and for 

publishing a revised version in Intersections.  

I wish to thank Anne Sivuoja for inviting me to give some lectures and 

seminars at the University of Turku (Finland) – an inspiring week. I met Anne 

Sivuoja again as a contributor to the Organised Sound issue on gender, when she 

presented a paper at the Cathy Berberian conference, and as one of the editors of the 

proceeding book. 

Barry Truax’ interest in gender issues was also of specific importance. Since I 

met him in Banff, he encouraged me with his positive attitude towards my research. 

Just recently, as co-editor, he invited me to write a chapter on gender for The 

Routledge Companion to Sound Art – thus allowing me to extend my research in the 

future.  

 An important sideline was my work as specialist electroacoustic music 

(NEAR) and project manager contemporary music at the institute for Dutch music 

Stichting Donemus / MuziekGroep Nederland / Muziek Centrum Nederland from 

1998 to 2012. This gave me the opportunity to experience Dutch musical life from a 

practical and organizational point of view and to meet many interesting Dutch and 

international composers, musicians and other music experts. With this part-time job I 

could earn a living, and have some time for my doctoral research and other projects. 

Sadly, Music Center the Netherlands had to close down at the end of 2012. I wish to 

thank the former colleagues and directors. 

 The rich Dutch music scene was an invaluable part of my daily life. I was 

lucky to be able to attend many concerts, festivals, workshops, broadcasts and so on. 

Many music experts were good and interesting company. I wish to thank Stichting 

Gaudeamus for the use of its documentation centre and for generously lending me 

many CDs. I wish to thank Armeno Alberts for inviting me in one of his last shows of 

his weekly national radio programme Café Sonore (VPRO), just before my defence. I 

also wish to thank the fellow old and new board members and associates of Stichting 
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Vrouw en Muziek. Further, it is a pleasure to share an interest in music, sound and 

voice, and other good things in life, with my dear friend Nanny Roed Lauridsen. 

 Against this bewildering background of influences and distractions, it was 

Rokus de Groot as professor of musicology and my second supervisor, who guarded 

me to finish my dissertation. I wish to thank him very much for his encouragement, 

patience, sensitive and critical remarks and quiet, friendly attitude; and for leading me 

gently through the last stages of its completion. 

 At times, writing a doctoral dissertation can be a lonely adventure, but one 

certainly does not do the work alone. I had the luxury of having two dear supervisors, 

Remko Scha and Rokus de Groot, who complemented each other and were both of 

great value to me. I am very happy with the interesting and outstanding group of 

scholars that form the doctoral committee; I wish to thank them for their contribution 

at the final stage. Two paranymphs will accompany me at the defence; both of them 

were of specific importance for this dissertation. 

 It was standing in front of the vast CD collection of Patrick Follon that I first 

developed my preliminary ideas on the different roles of male and female voices in 

electroacoustic music, which led to the first paper I presented in Banff and which 

formed the basis of this dissertation. His radio programme 220 Volt, broadcast by the 

Concertzender, was a great resource for electroacoustic music and gave me the 

opportunity to interview Laurie Anderson (see Chapter VII). Patrick was my partner 

during the first years of this research. I am grateful to him for standing by me at the 

defence. 

My dear friend Erna Rijsdijk has shown me that fun and serious academic 

work can go together very well. Although we work in different disciplines, we shared 

our struggle to finish our seemingly never-ending dissertations, while being taken up 

by other work and a child. I admire her courage, her commitment to work, family and 

friends, and her great sense of humour. Her defence was almost a year ago and her 

support is of great help for me at this last stage. 

I wish to thank Christiane de Waele, Hilary Staples, Carolyn Muntz, Jeannette 

van der Kruijff and Chris Bragg for helping me to correct my English at short notice. 

While under time pressure, their attitude was pleasant, flexible and committed. Any 

remaining mistakes and clumsy language are my responsibility. 
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My thanks also go to my family. My parents Nomdo and Corlies Bosma-van 

het Kaar and my brother Maarten were always there for me, supportive, patient and 

accepting. 

Last but not least, my thanks go to Hendrik te Winkel and our son Nino for 

their great patience and support. I wish to thank Hendrik for his loving care for both 

Nino and me, generously looking after Nino when I could not get away from my 

dissertation. Hendrik also helped me with much more, related to this dissertation. And 

I wish to thank Nino – “mamma wanneer is je boek nou af?” – for his patience. I hope 

I have been able to show him that, after all, I enjoy this work. 

 

Hannah Bosma, October 2013 
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I 

 

A BACKGROUND 
 

 

At the onset of my research into gender issues in electrovocal music, the first and 

foremost question was a simple ‘how to’. Studies on gender issues in electroacoustic 

music are sparse; despite the fact that discussion on gender issues is encouraged by 

several leading organisations and scholars in the field, it is actually not practised by 

many.1 The prevalent discourse on electroacoustic music is to a large extent technical or 

formalist. It is difficult to see how such an approach can be related to gender issues – 

except by pointing out that it is remarkable that gender is seldom discussed in the 

predominantly male world of electroacoustic music. Consequently, I explored 

neighbouring disciplines such as feminist musicology, gender and technology studies, 

women’s studies, cultural analysis, film studies and sound studies for inspiration and 

background.  

 Or, it may have been the other way around: that this research was the result of 

my interest to study electroacoustic music in other but technical and formalist terms, 

joined with my particular interest in all aspects regarding the voice. Gender issues 

present a good point of entry into important cultural issues away from the mere 

                     
1 For the International Computer Music Conference 1995 in Banff, Canada, gender issues was one of 
the themes for which submissions were invited and encouraged. Gender issues were a theme for 
submissions at some other ICMC and most Electroacoustic Music Studies Network conferences as 
well, however, this resulted in very few papers on this topic. 
  Important publications are by Andra McCartney (1995 a, b, c; 1996; 1997; 2000a, b; 2006) and 
Elizabeth Hinkle-Turner (2006). For the academic journal Organised Sound, I was invited as a guest 
editor for a thematic issue on gender and music technology (2003, 8/1).  
 In the latest edition of his book on electronic and experimental music, Thom Holmes testifies both 
of the status quo of the predomination of male composers in accounts of electroacoustic music and his 
intention to include more women: ‘to provide a global view of electronic music culture that celebrates the 
diversity of men and women in the field.’ (Holmes 2008: xiv) One of the key changes of the new edition is 
an ‘expanded diversity of coverage’: 

 
Texts in this field usually place their greatest emphasis on the accomplishments of European and American 
men in electronic music. Electronic and experimental music uses many opportunities to broaden the discussion 
to the compelling and normally under-reported accomplishments of women, minorities, and composers from 
other countries [...] (Holmes 2008: xiii) 
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formalist-technical discourse. In addition, gender issues proffer specific theoretical 

contexts.  

 I came upon several gender issues pertinent for my research, that resonate, so to 

speak, strongly with the music, in relation to the (non-)verbality of the voice, to live 

performance, to the listener’s position, to authorship and as regards the question whether 

any specific feminine style may be delineated. Several of these issues are related, but not 

restricted to gender – a situation characteristic of the ‘third phase’ approach in gender 

studies that will be further discussed below. 

 Why electroacoustic music? Admittedly, electroacoustic music is a niche; 

concurrently, however, it is a ‘laboratory’ were all kinds of musical, conceptual and 

institutional issues surface that have a bearing beyond the genre as such. The 

introduction of new technologies may cause breaches which reveal or change the 

underlying conventions, norms and values (Pinch & Bijsterveld 2003: 538). In the 

following chapters, I will discuss these fundamental issues that are relevant both in 

other musical genres and outside of music per se: the role of the female voice; the use 

of language versus non-verbal vocal sounds; the relation of voice, embodiment and 

gender; issues of authorship; écriture féminine or feminine style. The electroacoustic 

compositions studied by me in this research offer rich opportunities to show, discuss, 

elaborate on and question these issues. What does the breach of musical conventions 

in electroacoustic music reveal about musical gender norms and values? 

Electroacoustic music is generally held to be innovative, experimental or avant-garde; 

but do its technological and musical innovations entail changes in gendered 

conventions as well? 

 Before turning to these main issues, this chapter will first break some preparatory 

ground. What is electroacoustic music? Why is its discourse to a large extent formalist 

and technical? How does this formalist or technical discourse relate to gender? What is 

feminist musicology and how does my research relate to the field of gender studies?2 

What is my methodological approach and how to position my research? 

                     
2 By ‘feminist musicology’, I also refer to women's studies of music and musicology and to gender studies 
of music and musicology. 
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I.1.1 What is electroacoustic music? 

 

What is electroacoustic music, computer music, acousmatic music, musique concrète, 

tape music, sonic art, radiophonics, soundscape? Definition of these (sub-)genres has 

caused extensive discussion.3 ‘Electro-acoustic music’ is used as a collective term in 

for example the lemma in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians by 

Simon Emmerson and Denis Smalley (2001). Their definition of electroacoustic music 

is:  

 
Music in which electronic technology, now primarily computer-based, is used to 
access, generate, explore and configure sound materials, and in which loudspeakers are 
the prime medium of transmission. (Emmerson & Smalley 2001: 59) 
 

Despite the apparent generality of this definition, it transpires from the subsequent 

discussion in Emmerson & Smalley (2001) that they refer to art music, not to pop music. 

And though Emmerson & Smalley (2001: 60) state that ‘”[e]lectro-acoustic” gradually 

became the dominant term’, in many other publications, it is the term ‘electronic music’ 

which is used as the general term. Thus, Joel Chadabe: 

 
Electronic music includes all music made with electronics, whether specifically with 
computer, synthesizer, or any other special equipment. [...] Among other terms in current 
use, computer music too specifically connotes music made with general-purpose 
computers, synthesizer music is too specifically related to synthesizers, and electroacoustic 
music suggests, at least to me, systems that combine electronic and acoustic sound 
generators. Electronic music, to my way of thinking, is the generic term, even if in 
Germany it may cause confusion with elektronische Musik, which refers specifically to the 
philosophy of the Cologne studio in the early 1950s. (Chadabe 1997: x) 
 

 Landy (2007) states that ‘electronic music’ is the preferred general term in the 

USA, whereas ‘electroacoustic music’ is used in the UK, France, Canada and South-

America. Peter Manning (2004) argues that the term ‘electroacoustic’ music is more 

                     
3 For an overview of the various terms and their various definitions (for most terms, there are several 
different definitions possible), see Landy (2007: 5–19). 
For a discussion of the definition and demarcation of electronic and electroacoustic music, sound art 
and various other (meta-/sub-)genres, see Demers (2010).  
Lively discussions about the naming of the (sub-)genres took place on for example the international e-
mail discussion list of the Canadian Elecroacoustic Community. In 2012, this list had more than 600 
subscribers from more than 20 countries. See http://cec.sonus.ca/cec-conference/index.html 
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appropriate because it does not refer to the production techniques (like ‘electronic’ or 

‘computer’).4  
 
In academic terms, there is much to commend this particular definition [electroacoustic 
music], because it does not attempt to partition the medium in terms of the techniques by 
which sound material is generated, processed and organized. Instead, it focuses attention 
on the very special nature of the acoustic results, taking account of the fact that these will 
always be reproduced via loudspeakers or headphones. It thus follows from this line of 
argument that any critical evaluation of electroacoustic works should be based in the first 
instance on the perceived results and not in terms of the technical means by which they 
have been achieved. (Manning 2004: 403–404). 
 

His argument that the term ‘electroacoustic music’ is a term that refers not to production 

techniques but to sonic, musical and artistic characteristics, relates to the critique on the 

technological-formalist discourse of electronic art music, as I shall further discuss below. 

However, Manning prefers the term ‘electronic music’ because it has more appeal for a 

wider audience; ‘electroacoustic’ and ‘acousmatic’ have an elitist connotation. 

  
These definitions of ‘electroacoustic’ and ‘acousmatic’, however, present very real 
problems to a wider public, as, unlike terms such as ‘electronic’ or ‘computer’, they have 
no obvious roots in the experiences of everyday life. As a result, they represent for many a 
vision of an art form that is both elitist and inaccessible. Whereas there are indeed many 
electroacoustic composers and performers who seek exclusivity in such a perspective, 
within the broader picture such attributes are unhelpful and indeed misleading. In the same 
way that common usage ultimately determines the evolution of language, so any attempt 
to force unfamiliar terminology in the current context is ultimately counterproductive to a 
better understanding of the medium. (Manning 2004: 404). 
 

This argument hints at the crisis of electroacoustic music as an elitist art form seeking an 

audience. 

                     
4 The now common use of the computer for recording, editing, transformation, manipulation, analysis and 
synthesis of sound diffuses the boundaries between ‘computer music’ and other subgenres like ‘tape music’. 
There is no strict division between analogue and digital electronic music since techniques from the analogue 
studio are implemented on the computer and because digital and analogue equipment are used next and after 
one another for the same music. The competition and festival Ars Electronica 1999 (Linz, Austria) came 
with the category Digital Musics as an overarching term, to open the old category ‘computer music’ for new 
developments. However, in my view digital technology is not essential: much music made on computers is 
conceptually close to tape music, and much ‘digital music’ comes from an extension of the developments 
that started with analogue equipment. Moreover, to assume a musical divide between analogue and digital 
music would be a form of technological determinism. Or, as Bruno Bossis states in relation to electro-vocal 
music:  
 

As such, great technological breaktrhroughs, such as the advent of digitalisation, have not systematically 
brought about stylistic renewal. There is not a corresponding style for each technology. (Bossis 2004: 94; see 
also Bossis 2005: 280, 287) 
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 Other than his generic definition suggests, few electronic pop music is discussed 

in Chadabe’s history of electronic music.5 Although in pop music6 many electronic 

devices are used, generally pop music is set apart from electroacoustic/electronic music 

both by way of certain musical characteristics,7 and the type of institutions or 

organisations involved (such as studio's, record labels, radio programmes). Principally, 

books on the history of electronic/electroacoustic music contain a treatise on 

electronic/electroacoustic art music, while few pop musicians are discussed (e.g., 

Weiland & Tempelaars 1982; Holmes 1985; Schwartz 1989; Holmes 2002; Holmes 

2008; Manning 1985; Manning 2004).8 However, in recent years, as testified by the 

emergence of publications, conferences and university courses, scholars in the field of 

electroacoustic music have turned their attention to pop music, whereby both 

postmodernism, and the pressure to reach more audiences, readers and students may 

have played a part. Manning (2004) devotes a chapter to an overview of developments in 

pop music. Nick Collins and Julio d’Escriván (2007) use the term ‘electronic music’ to 

cover the ‘various continua’ between electroacoustic music and popular electronica (3). 

Indeed, they aim to bridge the divide between art and pop music and ‘hope to reconcile 

the electroacoustic and electronic worlds’ (4). Holmes (2008: 408) states that 

‘[e]lectronic music and rock music were separated at birth but destined to meet again 

after adolescence.’ However, by examining ‘artists who contributed to the popularization 

of electronic music in commercial music’ (Holmes 2008: 408), Holmes homes this 

‘meeting’ only from the standpoint of electronic art music. Finally, as regards the 

                     
5 Chadabe (1997) mentions some pop musicians as users of specific equipment or software, such as 
Golden Earring, Peter Gabriel, U2, Emerson Lake & Palmer, Stevie Wonder, Todd Rundgren, Mothers 
of Invention, Yes, Pink Floyd, Herbie Hancock, Roxy Music and Brian Eno. 
 
6 I use ‘pop music’ as an umbrella term that contains ‘rock music’. See for a discussion of these terms and 
the preference for ‘pop music’ as an umbrella term Voorvelt (1998). Music does not have to be really 
popular, that is, have a very large audience, to be called ‘pop music’. 

7 My crude description of the musical difference: Most pop music has formal, melodic, rhythmic and/or 
harmonic features that are easily recognized and remembered. In general, electronic/electroacoustic music 
has few clear, easy to recognize melodic, harmonic and rhythmic elements and few repetition; it is seldom 
possible to sing along with it; it is more difficult to recognize and remember.  

For an extensive account of the productional and musical characteristics of pop music, see 
Voorvelt (1998). 
 
8 On the other hand, sometimes ‘electronic music’ refers to synthesizer music; then, the main emphasis is 
on pop music (e.g., Darter & Armbruster 1984). 
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relation of electroacoustic music and pop music, it should be noted that experimental pop 

music and (some forms of) electronica have a particular position: not primarily 

commercial but neither subsidized, not popular, not entertainment, not academic, not art 

music; with a dedicated audience that is small but larger than for academic 

electroacoustic music (Voorvelt 1998, see also Landy 2007: 146–151). 

 Joanna Demers (2010) defines ‘electronic music’ as the generic term: 
 
Electronic music is any type of music that makes primary, if not exclusive, use of 
electronic instruments or equipment. It encompasses electroacoustic music, which often 
enlists acoustic instruments along with electronics, as well as purely electronically 
produced sounds. Electronic music thus inhabits a large expanse of genres, styles, and 
practices. (Demers 2010: 5) 
 

Such a broad definition is problematic, because nowadays almost all music production or 
consumption involves some form of electronics. 
 

At the start of the twenty-first century, a good deal of the world’s music contains 
electronic sounds that come from instruments such as synthesizers, samplers, or laptops. 
Few would be so inclusive as to argue that any work featuring a synthesizer should 
automatically count as electronic music, but approaching an adequately descriptive 
definition of electronic music proves challenging nonetheless. (Demers 2010: 6)  
 

Demers (2010: 6) distinguishes three ‘meta-genres’ in electronic music: ‘institutional 

electroacoustic music’, ‘electronica’ (commercial electronic music considered ‘popular’ 

but without a large audience), and ‘sound art’ (with ‘nonnarrative sound’, often site-

specific, more linked to art than to music). However, both in theory and in practice 

there is an overlap between these three meta-genres.9 Some electroacoustic 

institutions are trying to include more ‘popular’ or ‘younger’ forms of 

electroacoustic/electronic music, like electronica. Moreover, there is also a small non-

academic, non-practising but dedicated audience for electroacoustic music, especially 

when it is presented outside of academia, such as on public radio, concert halls and in 

museums.10 Eminent ‘participant’ composer Barry Truax (1999) considers 

electroacoustic music to be ‘neither elitist nor populist’. In his view it is neither high art 

nor popular music, but ‘a niche carved between the borders of popular culture, artistic 

tradition, and industry’ (Truax 1999).  
                     
9 Demers (2010: 9) states that, paradoxically, what electroacoustic music, electronica and sound art 
have in common, is their ‘rhetoric of distinction’. But Demers argues that this insistence on distinction 
is deceptive, because the separate genres of electronic music have shared preoccupations. 
 
10 This refers especially to the situation in the Netherlands. 
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 Below I shall use the term ‘electroacoustic music’ to refer to the genre that is 

the subject matter of my dissertation. Its academic connotation, as mentioned by 

Manning (2004: 404), is rather appropriate, because it has indeed a strong academic 

presence and it is art music as opposed to pop music. Notwithstanding the various 

attempts to include pop/rock music, it is clear that electroacoustic music differs from 

the various forms of popular music. Demers definition appears to be adequate:  

 

[I]nstitutional electroacoustic music includes works featuring samples and synthesized 
materials as well as those involving traditional instruments subjected to signal 
processing. The audiences for institutional electroacoustic music consist of small 
communities of academics and practioners. Participants in these communities tend to 
view their music as elite and intellectual rather than popular or accessible. (Demers 
2010: 6) 
 

 My research deals with electroacoustic music that contains vocal sounds, 

whether pre-recorded, live, manipulated and/or synthesized. For this, I coined the term 

‘electro-vocal music’.11 In Chapter II, a sizeable representative body of compositions 

was selected to be able to trace some general tendencies with regard to gender and 

voice in this music; the criteria on the basis of which I have made this selection are 

explained there. Subsequent chapters will home in on individual compositions that are 

relevant to the theoretical themes at issue. There is a vast amount of pertinent electro-

vocal music. To take all of this music into consideration within the framework of my 

research, would have been neither possible, nor pivotal inasmuch as my purpose is to 

develop some theoretical issues with analyses of some relevant compositions, rather 

than an exhaustive discussion of all relevant compositions. Consequently, mainly 

electroacoustic compositions with female voice shall be examined.12 

                     
11 My term ‘electro-vocal’ is related to the term ‘artificial vocality’ of Bruno Bossis (2004, 2005). 
Bossis points out that artificial vocality is based on a perceptual analogy with the voice, and that there 
is no strict division between recorded, manipulated, transformed, synthesized and simulated voice 
sounds, both from a perceptual and a technical point of view (Bossis 2004: 91; 2005: 223). Neither is 
there a strict division between artificial vocal and non-vocal sounds; between these poles there is a 
continuum (Bossis 2004: 92; 2005: 274, 287–288). 
 
12 Thus, no attention is paid in this study to for example the canonic composition Gesang der Jünglinge 
by Karlheinz Stockhausen. A discussion of compositions with children’s voices (such as Gesang)would 
be interesting for another study. 
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I.1.2 Electroacoustic music, modernism and formalist-technological discourse 

 

In her ethnographic study on IRCAM (Institut de Recherche et de Coordination 

Acoustique/Musique)13 Georgina Born (1995) presents the distinction between 

electronic art music and pop music as a central issue. She shows that the aesthetics, 

practices and politics of IRCAM, its music and its research, are thoroughly modernist. Its 

‘scientific and technological discourses on music tend constantly toward the 

transcendent and universalizing’ (Born 1995: 20), founded on notions of progress, with 

the implicitly white, western, male subject as main actor. The believe in and quest for 

perceptual and musical universals is dominant (however, these ‘universals’ may be based 

on the perceptions of a limited number of individuals people from within their own 

circle, implying that as such their universal nature is by definition questionable) (Born 

1995: 202). Pop music is an ‘Other’ in this modernist practice. 

 Born distinguishes six characteristics of the composite aesthetic modernism that 

started with different artistic movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century and that prefigured the major characteristics of IRCAM culture: 

1) a self-conscious experimentation with form and ‘language’ of art as a reaction 

against the prior aesthetic and philosophical forms of romanticism and classicism; 

in musical terms: the rejection of earlier harmonic and melodic forms and of 

tonality; 

2) a fascination with new media, technology and science; e.g. futurism; 

3) theoreticism: a proliferation of manifestos and theoretical texts, often preceding 

creative processes;  

4) political rhetoric, vanguard and interventionist aims, primarily directed at the art 

environment itself (its audience and institutions) and without a broader political 

scope; with a rhetoric of progress, constant innovation and change; 

5) an oscillation between rationalism and irrationalism, objectivism and subjectivism; 

with modernist rationalism allied to the importation of science and technology; 

                     
13 The main part of Born’s ethnographic fieldwork at IRCAM was done in 1984; she also discusses the 
later developments in the early 1990’s (Born 1995: 8, 11). She argues that ‘many themes of the analysis 
are not temporally specific’ and were still relevant at the time of publication (Born 1995: 11). 
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6) ambivalent relations with and otherness from popular, commercial, mass culture 

(in the form of disinterest, hostility, or occasional fascination or borrowing) (Born 

1995: 40-45). 

 Serialism is the main modernist development in art music. Pure serialism has not 

had a long life, but its principles and its technique had a lasting impact. It was mainly 

based in Europe and universities of the East Coast of the USA.  
 
It is [...] the serialists who best exemplify mid-century musical modernism and who 
became established internationally, beginning in the 1950s, as the dominant tradition of 
the musical avant-garde. This was a hegemony in which the Europeans and the East Coast 
Americans, despite the apparent conflict arising from their differing positions in the field, 
were ultimately collusive. (Born 1995: 54)  
 

Serialism played an important role in the development of electronic music after the 

second world war. The principal serialist composers Karlheinz Stockhausen, Pierre 

Boulez and Milton Babbitt were defining figures in electronic music: Stockhausen and 

Babbitt by virtue of their compositions and theoretical work, Boulez as the founding 

director of the prestigious IRCAM. The electronic music of the serialists was motivated 

by the search for ‘total control’: for serialists, electronic music was instrumental to 

obtain exactly calculated timing, timbres and pitches – out of reach with human 

performers and conventional musical instruments. Sciences like acoustics, physics, 

phonetics and mathematics are important for electronic music, not only in terms of the 

development of electronic musical tools, but also of aesthetic theories and compositions. 

Scientism and theoreticism are prominent characteristics of postwar musical modernism 

(Born 1995: 50–56).  

 Born categorizes the experimental music of composers inspired by John Cage as 

postmodern. According to Born, experimental music is different from modernist music 

in that it shows interest in social and political issues, often has flirtations with Eastern 

philosophies, welcomes live performance and improvisation, references to other, popular 

or non-western, music, and in its artisanal and pragmatic use of technology, preferring 

cheap and small systems; it is mainly based in the West Coast of the USA; examples are 

Musica Elettronica Viva, Richard Teitelbaum, Gordon Mumma, David Behrman, Max 

Neuhaus, Hugh Davies, Cornelius Cardew, the Scratch Orchestra and AMM (Born 

1995: 57-61). Often, these musicians considered the designing and building of electronic 

instruments as a kind of composing. Experimental composers often polemically criti-

cized the modernist (post)serialists and were in many ways antagonistic to it. 
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Experimentalists rejected both the implicit elitism of the serialist adherence to inaccessible 
and expensive high technologies found only in large and official institutions and the 
universalizing high rationalism and scientism with which these technologies were 
deployed. They countered determinism and formalism with technological empiricism and 
with live, social, improvised, and performance-based use. Above all they countered ‘high-
tech domination’ with a practice centered on the celebration of the small and low-tech. 
(Born 1995: 59) 
 

 However, Born points also to some significant common characteristics of the 

modernist and experimental art music movements.14 Both consider Varèse as a 

predecessor. Both are characterized by a strong belief in the necessity of technology as a 

source for new sounds, in ‘experimentation’ and ‘research’.15 In both movements, 

theorization abounds; Cage, Xenakis, Schaeffer, Babbitt, Boulez and Stockhausen all 

wrote extensively about their musical ideas. Both (post)serialist and experimental music 

are embedded in the subsidized high art world; and both are defined by their otherness 

from commercial, popular music.16 Despite the fact that in experimental music, there 

sometimes are references to pop music by way of a collage, these still function as strange 

elements, and Born consequently continues to qualify them as ‘other’ (Born 1995: 61–

64). Both (post-)serialist and experimental music are distant from the aesthetics and cir-

cuits of commercial popular music.  
 
Two unities bind the antinomy: a belief in the necessity, and the exploration, of technology 
(increasingly evident from the postserialist period); but above all the assertion of 
difference from popular music and culture. (Born 1995: 64) 
 

 Born relates the controversy between the French IRCAM and GRM (Groupe de 

Recherches Musicales) to the differences between modernist and post-modernist art 

music. According to Born, IRCAM, with Boulez as founding director, was in 1984 

                     
14 I consider these two movements to be even more implicated and related to each other; Born’s emphasis 
on the differences between these movements, and their internal coherence, seems too much based on their 
ideological polemics instead of their multifaceted musical practices. For example, Paul van Emmerik 
(1996) showed that the systematic composition methods of John Cage, the ‘father’ of experimental music, 
are related to serialism. 
  
15 Edgard Varèse also used scientistic rhetoric with words such as ‘research’, ‘experimentation’ and 
‘laboratory’ (Born 1995: 51). 

16 Born considers pop and art music as primarily defined by their different socioeconomic circuits: ‘But 
whatever the sound, the point is that overall, the music as culture remains defined by its primary 
socioeconomic circuit. Avant-garde rock remains rock; pop-influenced art music remains art music.’ (Born 
1995: 21). 
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firmly rooted in the modernist tradition with its ‘anti-empiricist technological and 

scientific research and development’ (Born 1995: 59). Yet, Born places the musique 

concrète of the smaller GRM (initiated by Pierre Schaeffer) on the side of experimental 

empiricism. Musique concrète is made of recorded sounds, manipulated and organized 

by ear; serialist music, on the other hand, is planned according to abstract principles.17 

Born found that one of the consequences of this antagonism was that ‘techniques 

associated with musique concrète – tape recording, analogue electronics – were subject 

to an almost irrational neglect and indifference within IRCAM culture’ (Born 1995: 77). 

On the other hand, Born stresses that there are many commonalities between the 

practices of IRCAM and of GRM: the concept of music research, the involvement of 

acoustics and psychoacoustics in the compositional milieu, the focus on timbre as a 

structural dimension, and the abundance of theorization (Born 1995: 77). I would like to 

add that Schaeffer's inclination towards systematization, as found in his solfège system 

for sounds, and his focus on sound as abstract, pure, non-referential perception, are also 

modernist characteristics.  

 Another example of both the combination of, and the tension between, 

empiricism and formalism is the influential article of Denis Smalley ‘Spectro-

morphology and Structuring Processes’ (1986), inspired by Schaeffer’s work. Smalley 

stresses the primacy of empirical aural perception and warns against its neglect in forma-

list, conceptual approaches. However, Smalley’s ‘spectro-morphology’ is presented as a 

taxonomy, a classification of types, shapes and motions of sound forms. It refers to 

abstract forms of sound-in-time and there are no references to specific musical examples. 

The spectro-morphological approach is characterized by ‘reduced listening’, in which 

the focus is on sound as such and no attention is paid to signification. Smalley 

emphasizes that he found a remarkable consensus in the evaluation of electroacoustic 

works, and conceives this as ‘indicating an instinctive evaluation of the newer spectro-

morphological values’ (Smalley 1986: 63). Notably, this assumption of ‘instinctive’ 

spectro-morphological aural perception and evaluation is based on the experiences of a 

small and highly specialized group of people: composers and performers of 
                     
17 See Emmerson 1986 for an elaboration on the difference between the composition of syntax based on 
a priori, ‘abstract’ principles versus syntax ‘abstracted’ from the aural experience of the composer with 
the sound material, that Emmerson considers as the essential difference between the elektronische 
Musik that originated in Cologne and musique concrète that originated in Paris, both just after World 
War II. 
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electroacoustic music and attendants of electroacoustic music concerts and courses 

(Smalley 1986: 63). In line with this is his notion of the ‘universal listener’, represented 

by the composer (Smalley 1986: 81). Moreover, Smalley positions his project in the 

modernist Western musical tradition of atonality, serialism, the emancipation of timbre 

and the development of electronic music. He stresses its difference from the tonality of 

‘vernacular’ musical language, i.e. popular music. Smalley uses a modernist rhetoric in 

which radical change, progression and heritage are combined: 
 
In conclusion, we claim that the very rapid development of spectro-morphology is the 
most radical change in Western musical history. In less than fifty years the materials of 
music have changed utterly, and we must now realize that spectro-morphological thinking 
is the rightful heir of Western musical tradition. (1986: 93) 
 

In his 1997-‘extensive rewriting’ of this 1986-article, discussed below in I.3.2, Smalley 

pays more attention to the subjective nature of spectro-morphology and is more explicit 

about the tension between the subjectivity and the formalism of his approach. Smalley’s 

articles are ‘snapshots’ of his theoretical and musical development (Lewis 2011: 2) and 

show the changes in the ideological climate of electroacoustic music and of its wider 

cultural environment. 

 Electroacoustic music is a broad, diverse field with both modernist and 

postmodernist characteristics, intermingled in diverse ways. In my view, it makes more 

sense to speak of (post-)modernist features than of (post-)modernist music. Equally, after 

Born’s study was published in 1995, more and more stylistic and ideological features 

were re-combined and re-defined, and more and more borders between musical genres 

were crossed. Technological developments of increasing computer memory and 

computing power helped to dissolve the border between live electronic music and tape 

music. The field of ‘experimental’ live electronics is related to ‘institutional’ computer 

music. Indeed, recently, modernist and experimental electroacoustic music are more and 

more felt as standing next to each other, in that they appear in the same CD series, radio 

programs, books or study programmes. In the traditions of both modernist and 

experimental/post-modernist electronic art music, abstract, systematic, formalist, 

technological, scientistic and/or universalist discourses are abundant; however, other 
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theoretical approaches were developed, especially since the late 1990s.18 The 

formalist/objectivistic aspects in the discourse of electroacoustic music will be my 

concern in I.3, without claiming that this discourse consists monolithically of these 

aspects.  

                     
18 As for example the conferences of the EMS network show, where papers are presented that relate to 
issues of meaning and social-cultural context, among other topics. See http://www.ems-network.org 
(last accessed 1 May 2013). 
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I.2 Feminist musicology 

 

What is feminist musicology and how does my research relate to it? Feminist 

musicology (or gender studies) is not merely relevant for my research because of its 

focus on gender. Feminist musicology is a major development in musicology that has 

contributed substantially to the so-called ‘new musicology’ that has established itself 

since the 1980s.19 Moreover, feminist musicology offers a theoretical framework that is 

convenient to discern different positions and approaches to gender, music history and 

music analysis. And last but not least, gender studies and feminist musicology are not 

only relevant for women’s issues, but also for musicology as a whole, on a fundamental 

level. 

  ‘If gender is an issue for all people, how can we imagine that gender is marginal 

to the scholarly study of any human activity?’, asks Suzanne Cusick (1999a: 474). She 

argues that the very exclusion of Ruth Crawford by reason of her gender at the founding 

of the New York Musicological Society20 in 1930, demonstrates that gender was 

fundamental for American musicology.  

 
[The story of the exclusion of Ruth Crawford] reveals that to the founders of American 
musicology theirs was a kind of work that could be understood as gendered. Its gender, 
moreover, was unstable enough that musicology risked being mistaken for ‘woman’s 
work’ unless biological women were excluded from performing its practice. [...] the New 
York Musicological Society entered the cultural and corporate order – became an official 
and comprehensible voice in American intellectual life – by separating itself from the 
feminine. (Cusick 1999a: 473) 

 
Cusick argues that since music per se was already considered to be feminine, it was 

crucial for the young discipline musicology, in order to safeguard its proper status, to 

dissociate itself from the inferior position of women. To ensure it was perceived to have 

a serious, objective and sound academic position, musicology had to be separated and 

demarcated from the feminine, and defined to be universal rather than gendered. This 

marginality of gender to musicology is one of the issues that feminist musicology has to 

deal with, argues Cusick. 

                     
19 See for example Kerman (1985) and McClary (1989), McClary (1991), McClary (1994), and 
McClary’s other publications. 
 
20 The American Musicological Society was the successor of the New York Musicological Society 
(Cusick 1999a: 471). 
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 Cusick (1999a: 482) boils the diverse approaches of feminist musicology down 

to two basic questions:  

1) where are the women in music and music history?  

2) what are the representations of women in music? 

The first question does not only refer to the quest for female composers, but is also 

related to the object and domain of musicology. Thus, women have been and are actively 

involved in music to a large extent as musicians/performers and as teachers – roles that 

despite being crucial were nonetheless traditionally underrated by musicology. 

‘[M]usicology remains serenely detached from what its founders characterized as the 

“woman’s work” of reproducing musical practice’ (Cusick 1999a: 480). The second 

question also leads to fundamental debates: on the issue of meaning and representation in 

relation to absolute, autonomous music and its feminine or masculine gender. 

Concurrently with re-gendering musicology, feminine musicological practices are 

developed – yet another fundamental impact of feminist musicology on the discipline. 

Below, I will discuss some feminine versus masculine approaches to musical analysis.  

 But first, I will elaborate upon the various forms of feminist musicology by 

discussing other categorizations. Dame (1994) discerns three phases in feminist 

musicology,21 following the distinction of three phases in feminist/women's studies in 

general as elaborated by Buikema & Smelik (1993) and Braidotti (1994).22 These three 

phases are referred to as  

(i) similarity,  

(ii) difference,  

(iii) deconstruction.  

 The first phase is often labelled as liberal feminism, and ‘is characterized by 

resistance against the political and social subordination of women’ (Dame 1994: 21); the 

aim is ‘to abolish the social and cultural difference between women and men’ (Buikema 

& Smelik 1993: 19). The equality between women and men is stressed. In general, for 

                     
21 The feminist musicology to which Dame refers, started with publications in the beginning of the 
1980s. Since I propose to consider the three phases of feminist musicology not as historical periods, but 
as different approaches that may occur at the same time, I will not mention any periodization in relation 
to these phases. 
 
22 Dame’s essay ‘Theme and Variations: Feminist Musicology’ appeared in Buikema & Smelik 1993 
(Dutch) and Buikema & Smelik 1995 (English translation) and is included in Dame 1994 (in a revised 
version). 
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example, first phase feminist science turns to existing scientific rational and empiricist 

methods, and aims at getting more women into science and other male dominated areas 

(Wajcman 1991). Buikema & Smelik discuss two main areas of attention as part of the 

first phase: a) search for female authors, composers, etc., to supply the predominantly 

male canon with works by women; b) analysis of and critique on stereotypical, sexist 

representations of women in literature, film, etc. (Buikema & Smelik 1993: 17-29).  

 First phase feminist musicology is, according to Dame, characterized by the 

discovery and promotion of women composers and their work, with publication of 

scores, recordings and biographies; and by research on the status of women (composers, 

performers, patronesses) in music; and centres on the core question: why there are so few 

women in the musical canon.23 Dame points out that it is characteristic for this first 

phase that it is seen as a transient catch-up; Dame quotes Citron's remark that ‘the 

ultimate goal is not separatism but integration into the mainstream of Western musical 

history’ (Citron 1990: 104). 

 The second phase is characterized by a positive interest in femininity. It is a 

critique on the tendency that equality between men and women often entails that women 

are made to adapt to the practices and values of men. Specific feminine practices are 

explored and re-valued, like in eco-feminism, écriture féminine or in the idea of a 

feminine epistemology. Often, this is labelled, in critique, as ‘essentialism’: assuming 

that women are essentially different from men (whether because of their biology, their 

genes, their upbringing or their cultural position), one risks to define masculinity and 

femininity as fixed positions and to neglect differences between women and between 

men as well as cross-gender identifications. 

 Second phase feminist musicology is concerned with looking for a specific 

feminine way of composing, according to Dame; the central question is: in which way 

are compositions by women different from compositions by men, is there a specific 

feminine style in music? Dame notes that this question is problematic and that it seems 

difficult to answer. Dame mentions several reasons for this. Firstly, there is few 

referential signification in music and it is difficult to verbalize music, and as McClary 

(1991) argues, there even seems to be a taboo on questions of signification in music. 

                     
23 See for example Citron (1993). 
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Moreover, unlike in French literature, there seems to be no (explicit) movement of 

écriture féminine in music, although Dame does suggest some écriture féminine 

musicale. (I will pursue the idea of écriture féminine musicale in respect of electro-vocal 

music in Chapter VIII.) 24 

 The third phase is to a certain extent a critique on the essentialism of the second 

phase. Femininity and masculinity are viewed as social-cultural-historical constructions 

that are changeable. The emphasis is not anymore on difference as a binary opposition, 

but on pluralistic differences. Other differences, like race, class and sexuality, are taken 

into account. Instead of the term ‘Woman’ of the second phase, in the third phase the 

term ‘women’ is used, as it does not refer to one homogeneous group.  

 Third phase feminist musicology consists, according to Dame, of semiotic 

research of explicit and implicit representations of women and femininity in music.25 

Dame characterizes the third phase as the deconstruction of the binary oppositions 

masculinity and femininity, under influence of French theorists like Foucault, Lacan, 

Kristeva, Cixous, Irigaray and Derrida. Queer musicology is also an exponent of this 

third phase (Brett, Wood & Thomas 1994 was the first main publication in this field). 

 Third phase feminist theory and gender studies tend to wander off in other 

directions than the topics of ‘women’ and gender. Gender difference is extrapolated to 

‘diversity’ and to other actual social issues such as migration. Another development is 

‘post-feminism’ in its diverse forms. In the 1990s, a new generation of women grew up 

with the accomplishments of earlier feminism; they took these for granted, were unaware 

of the complexities of feminist history and theory, rejected the notion of victimhood and, 

at its most extreme, took the stance that feminism had altogether outlived its need.26  

After Dame’s account in 1994, many feminist musicological publications 

appeared. 1997 saw the birth of the academic journal Women and Music: A Journal of 

Gender and Culture. There has been a proliferation of publications on gender/women 

                     
24 As an exception Dame mentions ethnomusicological studies on women’s musical traditions in non-
Western musical cultures with a strong separation of men’s and women’s spheres; and popular music 
studies. 
 
25 See Koskoff (2005) on the adverse effects of postmodern theories for feminist ethnomusicology, 
when compared to their function for feminist musicology. 
 
26 On third wave (post-)feminism and musicology, see Citron (2004), Peraino (2001) and McClary 
(2000). See Buikema & Van der Tuin (2009) for an overview of gender studies in media, art and 
culture (with no contribution on musicology). 
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and music with various theoretical and methodological approaches and orientations and 

related to various musical genres. Moreover, feminist musicology, as the main exponent 

of ‘new musicology’, was equally of great influence on musicological studies outside its 

domain. Thus, feminist musicology was absorbed into other new or mainstream 

approaches. In 2012, veteran feminist musicologist Marcia Citron wrote:  
 
Though it is true that the quantity of research devoted solely to women has decreased, 
women and their concerns now inform all kinds of studies, with women in all kinds of 
roles: as performers, composers, collaborators, patrons, subjects of works, a category of 
representation, and so on. (Citron 2012: 445) 
 

 Dame has formulated yet another characterization of the three phases of feminist 

musicology, similar to developments in literary studies: as an emphasis on respectively  

(i) author (composer),  

(ii) text (music)  

(iii) listener.27  

In the third phase, Dame conceives the gendered listener as the determining factor in the 

process of signification. For this listener-response theory, see VII.1.1. Dame argues 

that feminist musicologists reinterpret the musical canon in terms of resisting listeners, 

similar to Judith Fetterley's ‘resisting reader’.28 Dame discusses McClary's Feminine 

Endings (1991) as an example of this resisting listening and feminist criticism. 

 Paula Higgins, in her review of Feminine Endings, provides a different 

periodization of feminist literary studies on the one hand and musicological studies on 

the other hand (1993: 191 n75). Higgins describes the trajectory of feminist criticism in 

literary studies as follows:  

1) ‘”images of women” criticism, focusing exclusively on the work of male writers 

and the negative stereotypes and pernicious misogyny of their texts’ (1960s and 

early 1970s);  

2) ‘gynocriticism’, focusing on women writers and their literary production (1970s);  

3) gender studies (rather than women's studies) with a ‘renewed interest in the male 

canon beyond the earlier “images of women” criticism phase’, concentrating on 

                     
27 This tripartition resembles the tripartition of ‘poietic’, ‘neutral’ and ‘esthesic’ level as theorized by 
Nattiez (1990 and earlier publications) based on the work of Jean Molino (Nattiez 1990: 15). 
 
28 Dame refers to Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978. 
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‘”constructions of gender” by both male and female writers’ and on sexuality 

(1980s).29  

Higgins contrasts this development with that of feminist criticism in music, ‘beginning 

with the historical reconstructions of the lives and works of ignored women composers 

and musicians, but often without the feminist theoretical apparatus typical of gynocri-

ticism’. Higgins classifies McClary's work in all three phases:  

1) criticism of stereotypical ‘images of women’ like the transgressive ‘Madwoman’ 

(e.g., in Donizetti's Lucia di Lammermoor and Schönberg's Erwartung) and Bizet's 

Carmen;  

2) discussion of the feminine aspects of works by women (Janika Vandervelde, 

Laurie Anderson, Madonna);  

3) ‘gender criticism’ of work of Monteverdi and Beethoven and ‘gay criticism’ of 

Tchaikovsky’s work. 

 Higgins (though, in general terms sympathetic with Feminine Endings) criticizes 

McClary (1991) for paying too little attention to female composers and to the tradition of 

feminist musicology mainly concerned with women composers. She perceives her 

writings to be dismissive about the historical work of feminist musicologists that have 

edited scores and written biographies of women composers. (Likewise, when Dame's 

three phase model of feminist musicology is interpreted diachronically, a hierarchy is 

easily suggested in which a deconstructive interpretation of well-known works is more 

advanced than sampling, editing and documenting unknown works of women 

composers.) Higgins, to the contrary, argues that to inject women into the musicological 

discourse dominated by the notion of the male genius, is in itself already a critical act 

and consequently, the work of many feminist musicologists consisting of the very study 

of women composers, constitutes per se a critique on the existing musical practices; 

moreover, some of these historical studies formulate an explicit feminist critique on the 

                     
29 The difference between the categorizations of Buikema & Smelik (1993), Dame (1994) and Higgins 
(1993) is mainly caused by the two different areas of attention in the first phase: a) critique on the exclusion 
of women from the canon; b) critique on stereotypical and negative representations of women. Maaike 
Meijer categorizes feminist literary studies along two axes. She discerns three areas: a) critique on sexist 
stereotypes; b) female or feminine texts; c) theory. In each area, the phases 1) similarity, 2) difference and 
3) deconstruction can be found. Critique on sexist stereotypes is mostly focused on similarity or 
deconstruction; investigation into female or feminine texts is mostly focused on similarity or difference; 
feminist literary theories relate to all three phases, according to Meijer (1993: 49). 
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social, cultural and sexual politics that affected the careers and musical production of the 

female composers concerned. Thereby, facts and theory are essentially intertwined: a 

theoretical or ideological framework determines what is considered as ‘fact’, why and 

how it is looked for, and why it is found important.  
 

Recognizing that the best historical writing is inevitably critical, feminist thought considers 
even the most seemingly ‘objective’ and ‘value-neutral’ work of empirical, historical 
scholarship as being ideologically grounded in its subject matter, selection of 
documentation, and modes of interpretation. (Higgins 1993: 178). 
 

 A differentiation of feminist musicology in three phases (whether according to 

Dame or Higgins) is very helpful to structure this heterogeneous field. But rather than 

opposing different phases of feminist musicology, I would like to emphasize their 

simultaneity and interdependence. For not only are those three phases simultaneously 

present in different contemporary studies, but they may also coexist in one study. An 

example of this is the way Higgins classified McClary's Feminine Endings in all three 

phases; equally, Higgins' argument that the earlier feminist musicological studies are 

empirical as well as critical.  

 Yet another example of the intertwining of different feminist approaches is the 

research of Andra McCartney. McCartney (1997) interviewed fourteen Canadian women 

composers of electroacoustic music.30 Their experiences and practices are discussed 

within a framework of feminist theory related to technology and to musicology. In 

addition, McCartney discusses the gendering of electroacoustic music in the language 

and imagery of publications and software, in institutional processes and in individual 

practices. McCartney does not merely report negative experiences of women in the 

electronic music world, but goes on to show positive feminine practices of those women 

when composing or teaching electronic music. McCartney's study is both empirical and 

theoretically well founded. McCartney refers to yet another tripartition of feminist theory 

by Sandra Harding:31  

a) gender symbolism,  

b) gender structure (the division of labour by gender) and  

c) individual gender.  
                     
30 For a study on women composers of electroacoustic music in the United States, see the book by 
Hinkle-Turner (2006) and the reviews by Bosma (2007a) and Keathley (2009). 
 
31 Sandra Harding. 1986. The Science Question in Feminism. Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 
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McCartney pays attention to all three levels by analysing:  

a) language and imagery around electronic music;  

b) the institutions of electroacoustic music and the division of activities within them; 

and  

c) the experiences of individual women composers.  

Dame's three phases of feminist musicology are equally discernible in McCartney's 

study. McCartney focuses on women composers, thereby promoting their work (phase 

i); she criticizes the sexism of the institutions and practices of the electronic music world 

(phase i); she brings positive, specifically feminine practices to the fore (phase ii); and 

analyses and criticizes gender constructions and metaphors in the discourse of 

electroacoustic music (phase iii).32 Thus, while McCartney focuses on women 

composers (phase i), aspects of all three phases may be found in her work. 

 In my research, I do combine different approaches, but my point of departure and 

main focus is the postmodern approach of the third phase: a critical analysis of gender 

constructions in the music and in the discourse on and surrounding the music. My aim is 

not only to show how gender is involved in this apparently abstract music and its 

surrounding discourse, but also to formulate thematic approaches and ways of discussing 

and analysing electroacoustic music that go beyond gender. My focus is less on 

individual composers, but rather more on how gender issues are configured in 

electroacoustic compositions and the voices in these compositions. I consider the male 

composer – female voice paradigm as a gender issue; I focus on the female voice and do 

not take the authority of the male composer for granted. Throughout this study, I act as 

an active, resisting listener. However, in order to be able to share one’s experience, 

interpretation and opinion, I consider it important to refer to the music as precisely as 

possible. Nonetheless, interpretation is never conclusive and always leaves room for or 

incites other interpretations.  
 

This is the challenge any music research has to face: to be as specific and convincing as 
possible regarding the musical object, but at the same time accept that your analysis is 
just one interpretation of the many that are possible. (Meelberg 2011: 238)  
 

                     
32 An important exponent of third phase feminist studies is Donna Haraway, with her deconstructive 
notion of the cyborg, that defies the conventional dualistic categories of human – machine, masculine – 
feminine and nature – culture (Haraway 1991). McCartney (2000a) relates an electroacoustic 
composition of Hildegard Westerkamp to this notion of the cyborg. 
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For an elaboration of my position on musical analysis and interpretation, see I.4. 

 By incorporating elements of feminist musicology and film theory, I search for 

alternative conceptions of gender and voice in relation to electroacoustic music. Since 

psychoanalytic theory plays an important role in studies of the voice, I employ these 

concepts insofar as they help to track the relations between voice, gender and 

technology in electroacoustic music. Especially the work of musicologist Joke Dame 

and film scholar Kaja Silverman on the female voice were a great inspiration. 

Throughout this dissertation, aspects of their work are discussed that pertain to the 

particular topic in point. In Chapter II, III, IV, V and VI the roles of male and female 

voices in music are discussed in relation to the use of language, to live performance, to 

disembodied, pre-recorded, manipulated vocal sounds, and to the listener’s position. 

Some of the issues may go beyond gender or beyond vocal music. Chapter VII questions 

the status of the author (composer) in relation to gender and to sound recording 

technology, and its role in compositions and the surrounding discourses. Criticizing 

predominant practices and canonical compositions entails writing mainly about music by 

male composers. This, in turn, risks reinforcing the hegemony of male composers in 

electroacoustic music (albeit in a critical way). To compensate this, I discuss the idea of 

écriture féminine in electroacoustic music in relation to the work of female composers 

in Chapter VIII. 

  

 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

I A Background 
 

23 

  

I.3.1 Formalism, modernism and technology as masculine discourses 

 

As discussed in I.1.2, there is a prevalence of formalist, objectivist and technological 

discourses in the field of electroacoustic music. Such formalist, objectivist, modernist 

and technological discourses have been criticized by feminist theorists and gender 

scholars as being implicitly (and sometimes even explicitly) masculine. They may 

suggest alternative feminine or feminist approaches, and/or strive beyond such gendered 

dualism. 

 Although women did and do invent, (re)produce and use technological artefacts 

like machines and computer programmes, technology in general is seen as a male 

domain. Technology is mostly associated with stereotypically masculine values as: 

activity, reason, control, independence, desire for knowledge, and a focus on things, 

technical processes and abstract ideas instead of human relations (Milthorp 1996). Tech-

nology is embedded in a masculine culture. As concerns electronic consumer goods, 

‘brown goods’ like audio equipment (especially hi-fi), television and video 

players/recorders are perceived to be more masculine than ‘white goods’ like refrigera-

tors, washing machines and vacuum cleaners (Cockburn & Omrod 1993). An 

emphatically technological approach in electroacoustic music resonates with these 

general stereotypes of masculinity. 

 Susan McClary (1989) argues vehemently against the discourse of ‘difficult’, 

modernist, academic, avant-garde music, as for example found in the theoretical writing 

of Pierre Boulez and Milton Babbitt. McClary attacks academic musical modernism for 

its contempt for the public, its supposed autonomy from social function and context, and 

the prestige awarded to ‘difficult’, unappealing, quasi-mathematical, formal expla-

nations. According to McClary, this goes hand in hand with the exclusion of popular 

music and jazz on most universities. McClary (1989) posits a strong divide between 

musical modernism and postmodernism. In line with the anti-femininity and misogyny 

of modernist art and literature, McClary points to anti-femininity in modernist music, 

such as: ‘Charles Ives's pathetic insistence on his own exaggerated masculinity and his 

homophobic renunciations of predecessors and contemporaries’ (McClary 1989: 73); 

‘Adorno's hysteria over the “castrating” effect of mass culture’ (McClary 1989: 73); 

‘formalists attitudes of revulsion’ towards ‘effeminate romantic excess’ of expression 

(McClary 1989: 73); ‘the celebration of unyielding, “hard-core” procedures of academic 
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music’ (McClary 1989: 73); and ‘texts that feature the slashing of women’ in innovative 

musical pieces (McClary 1989: 74).33 Modernism is a ‘refuge of masculine prestige’ 

(McClary 1989: 71). However, McClary distinguishes between the theoretical discourse 

of modernist music, as for example the writings of Babbitt, and the musical 

compositions of such composers that could be interpreted in other ways (for example, 

Babbitt’s Philomel). After a plea for more academic study and teaching of popular and 

post-modern music, she states: 
 
The avant-garde must be studied as well, to be sure, though not exclusively in accordance 
with the autonomous terms it has tried to enforce. (McClary 1989: 76) 
 

 Fred Maus (1993) argues in a more general way that the formal, technical, 

objectivist music theoretical discourse is masculine. He bases this on generalisations 

about the gendering of thought and discourse in contemporary, middle-class, western 

society (thereby referring to feminist work in the social sciences and other fields). 
 
Feminist writers have suggested that men are more likely to cultivate, and to value, 
quantitative, impersonal, rule-bound, competitive thought, while women more easily think 
in qualitative, personal, empathetic, improvisatory, collaborative ways. (Maus 1993: 266).  
 

Maus stresses that this is not a universalist, essentialist claim, but a generalisation about 

stereotypes in a particular time and place. In this respect, it is not important whether 

women really think in a more personal etc. way; what counts here is that people, in this 

time and place, in general think or believe that being impersonal etc. is masculine.  
 
If I claim, correctly, that someone avoids a type of behavior in the belief it is feminine, it 
need not be true that such behavior is in fact characteristic of women. (Maus 1993: 267) 
 

Maus views American ‘mainstream music theory’, deriving from the work of Schenker, 

Babbitt and Forte, as a masculine discourse, and qualifies ‘marginal’, ‘alternative’, 

‘experience-oriented’, ‘phenomenological’ or ‘literary’ writing about music (like that of 

James K. Randall, Benjamin Boretz and Elaine Barkin) and ‘contextual analysis’ as a 

feminine discourse. This does not reflect the sex of individual theorists: some of the 

                     
33 McClary mentions: Hindemith's Mörder, Hoffnung der Frauen (‘Murderer, Hope of Women’), Berg's 
Lulu, and Morton Subotnick's ‘The Last Dream of the Beast’ from The Double Life of Amphibians. She 
gives a positive interpretation however of Babbitt's Philomel (which deals with Philomel's rape, the ripping 
out of her tongue and her survival in song) as an anti-rape statement with great theatrical and emotional 
power. I discuss this composition in Chapter IV. 
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mainstream, ‘impersonal’, formalist theorists are female, and most of the ‘alternative’ 

theorists are male. Maus argues that it is no coincidence that the ‘masculine’ music 

theory is mainstream, while the ‘feminine’ music theory is marginal. Indeed, alternative 

music theory is marginal because it is feminine:  
 
If the more personal, experiential kinds of writing about music seem to be persistently 
marginal, it is partly because they threaten to feminize the writer. (Maus 1993: 267) 
 

Maus suggests that male music theorists have a specific (unconscious) motivation for the 

avoidance of ‘unmanly discourse’: it is a compensation for the fact that listening, the 

central activity for the music theorist, is a receptive, passive, ‘feminine’ role. This may 

also explain why mainstream music theory is so much focused on scores: the position of 

the viewer is often considered as an active and masculine position. The aim of Maus’ 

carefully argued essay is apparently to scrutinize the existing practice of music theory, to 

criticize its masculinity, to revalue the ‘marginal’ ‘feminine’ music-theoretical discourse, 

and to open the field of music theory for new, other approaches of feminist writing on 

music. But by its insistence on gender stereotypes, it risks to reproduce and reinforce 

them, as Marianne Kielian-Gilbert and Elaine Barkin remark in the afterword. 

 Queer musicologists Philip Brett and Elizabeth Wood argued that mainstream 

musicology is not only masculine but also heteronormative and insular (Lewis 2009: 

48): 
 
If there is one aim that unites us it is to help renovate the study of Western music and its 
scholarly discourse, which for many of us has become not only unresponsive to our 
persons, but also insular and untenable as an intellectual pursuit. (Brett, Wood & Thomas 
1994: viii) 
 
The widespread adoption of a neo-serialist technique, the development of arcane forms of 
music analysis, the separation of high art from any form of popular cultural expression, 
and the equation of musical scholarship with scientific inquiry are all signs of a dominant 
masculinist, highy rational, heteronormative discourse in music all too unhappily but 
accurately characterized by the word ‘discipline’. (Brett & Wood 2001: 599).  
 

 Several feminist music scholars have discussed subjectivity and objectivity in 

musical analysis, criticizing the prevalent ways of analysing and writing about music and 

developing new ideas about how to analyse music and why, and relating it to feminist 

theory. Suzanne Cusick (1994) proposes a musical analysis that does not solely focus on 

the score or on the sounding music, but takes into account aspects relating to the bodily 

performance. The prevalence of aspects relating to the mind in traditional music theory 
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and its neglect of the body is related by Cusick to the gendering of mind and body as 

respectively masculine and feminine. Susan McClary (1994) argues for a cultural-studies 

model in which the technically oriented focus of traditional music theory and feminist 

criticism can be combined. Marion Guck (1994), Marianne Kielian-Gilbert (1994) and 

Claire Detels (1994) criticize the one-sided technical objectivism of mainstream music 

analysis and emphasize the relation between subject and object, i.e. listener-musicologist 

and music, the situatedness and limitation of the subject, the pleasurable, emotional and 

bodily experience of listening to music and the advantages of non-technical, 

metaphorical language for describing and analysing music; they relate this approach to 

their gender and to feminism. 

 It is obvious that for discussing gender in music, purely formal and technical 

analyses are not sufficient, and, therefore, interdisciplinarity is required for gender 

studies of music. However, the idea of a feminine way of analysing music is quite a 

different thing. On the one hand, the positive aspect of a feminine epistemology is a 

revaluation of femininity and feminine features. It gives a central place to approaches 

(featuring for example bodily, emotional or subjective aspects) that are typically 

qualified as unimportant or unscientific from a masculine, modernist or formalist point 

of view. And by making explicit its femininity, women are distancing themselves from 

the existing masculine tradition and emphasizing their feminine identity. Moreover, the 

seemingly neutral, scientistic, formalist and technological practices relate to a history of 

oppression and exclusion of women.34 This being said, most ‘feminine’ music theorists 

mentioned by Maus (1993) are male. In this respect, I query whether women who prefer 

a feminine position could be seen as reinforcing gender stereotypes. What place is there 

for ‘masculine’ preferences by women? Are women in a trap between a cooptation of 

dominant masculine values and an essentialist, stereotypical reinforcement of their 

femininity? However, a feminine epistemology or feminine aesthetic35 is not essentialist 

when it is considered as a political choice and not as a consequence of how (all) women 

(really) are (whether by their genes, hormones, brains, bodies or upbringing). Since 

academic work in itself is not stereotypically feminine, a feminine approach is more a 

                     
34 See for example Cusick (1999a). 
 
35 The issue of feminine and feminist aesthetics will be discussed in Chapter VIII. 
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mixture of gender characteristics. Stressing the feminine aspects is a political move: it 

implies a critique on the dominant masculine practices, and explicitly points to the 

existence of women in academic discourse.  

 Another aim of feminist criticism on masculine discourse is not to make it 

feminine, put to point at some of its serious disadvantages so as to be able to avoid these. 

Thus, the aspiration is not towards femininity, but to go ‘beyond masculinity’. The aim is 

not the abolishment of rationality, objectivity or technology; the critique is aimed at its 

one-sidedness. Donna Haraway emphasizes the situatedness and partiality of knowledge, 

depending on the situation of the knowing subject. Yet another alternative is the 

development of knowledge through ‘conversation’ among situated knowers (Cusick 

1994: 8–9). Haraway emphasizes that objects cannot be directly perceived and known as 

they ‘really’ are, but only through instruments like eyes, telescopes and microscopes; 

with each different instrument, an object is perceived and known differently. Evelyn Fox 

Keller (1987) criticizes the concealment of subjectivity in mainstream masculine science 

and argues that taking account of subjectivity and making the boundaries between 

subject and object more flexible, results in a better, different kind of objective science.36  

 Likewise, Guck states ‘that any analysis of music derives necessarily from 

personal experience of music and that analyses benefit from the overt representation of 

the analyst in the text’ (1994: 29). Detels (1994) argues that the paradigm of ‘soft 

boundaries’ will enhance our understanding of music and will make musical analysis 

more interesting. The autonomist/formalist position is characterized by ‘the view that art 

is ideally created and appreciated in a “disinterested” structurally-oriented manner, apart 

from any consideration of cultural context or function’ (Detels 1994: 113). In sketching a 

history of autonomist/formalist aesthetics, Detels shows that it goes hand in hand with 

the ‘museum culture’ of the arts, the division into ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, the proliferation 

of separate professional art specialities, a hierarchisation of art participants that assign all 

proprietary rights to a singular author, and the exclusion and subordination of women. 

Finally, Detels argues, this development resulted in the institutionalisation, scien-

tification and isolation of music theory and composition, such as the work of Babbitt and 

Forte, set theory and the use of electronic and computer systems for the generation and 
                     
36 Fox Keller discusses the relation between objectivity and subjectivity in science by elaborating on the 
psychoanalytic object-relations theory of Winnicott, Chodorow and others. 
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analysis of musical works. The specialisation and isolation of music theory (most 

strongly present in undergraduate programs) leads to the isolation of music from general 

humanities, social sciences and cultural criticism. Instead of the highly formalistic, 

‘universal’ concepts, values and practices of mainstream institutional music theory, 

Detels proposes the paradigm of ‘soft boundaries’ in which music is related to physical, 

emotional, cultural and intellectual experience; it features the specific rather than the 

universal and allows a non-hierarchical multiplicity of valid concepts and judgments. 

This paradigm shift towards interdisciplinarity had indeed already begun, under the 

influence of ethnomusicology, Marxism and post-structural theory, among others; but 

Detels insists on relating it emphatically to feminist theory. The mainstream 

‘autonomist/formalist position’, she argues, maintains gender inequality by excluding 

and devalorizing physical, emotional and cultural aspects – aspects regularly associated 

with women or femininity. The paradigm shift will challenge the focus on the individual 

greatness of the Male Composer in the traditional canon. Besides, Detels points out, it 

will enhance our understanding of many different aspects of music, and, by its 

engagement with bodily and emotional experience and cultural context, will enliven the 

practice of musical analysis. Thus, a feminist approach will offer a better alternative to 

formalism and serve as a cure to the isolation of musicology. Or, in Ruth Solie’s words, 

who hopes that her analyses of Schumann’s Frauenliebe und –leben songs 
 
serve to illustrate the usefulness of feminist method as one among several available 
responses to the formalism which still somehow lingers in musicology beyond its effective 
demise in other academic quarters. It is formalism, of course – or what, in music, we might 
more pointedly call autonomism – that has operated most strenuously to obliterate all 
presence of a cultural Other, and it does so at great price: the loss of cultural context from 
critical discourse. (Solie 1992: 239-240) 
 
 

 

I.3.2 Technology and formalism as fetish 

 

Modernist, formalist approaches aspire towards objectivity. McClary, Maus and Detels 

see this approach as masculine or anti-feminine. The opposite of masculine objectivism 

is a feminine subjective, personal, experiential and/or emotional approach, Maus argues. 

However, I do not think any scientific or artistic utterance can avoid subjectivity. Any 

scientific or artistic activity is embedded in language, discourse and culture. Scientists, 
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scholars and artists speak, write and create cultural artefacts, and are therefore subjects, 

formed by culture. Or, as Mieke Bal states, objectivity is the ‘key concept of deception’ 

(Bal 2002: 53) 

 The scientific and artistic subject is formed by culture, in general, and by 

scientific or artistic discourses, in particular. A scientist, scholar or artist works with and 

from concepts, methods, norms, theories and instruments made by or together with 

others; s/he develops or reacts against the work and ideas of others. Objective science is 

called objective because a group of scientists agrees upon norms and methods of 

objectivity. Speaking a language, or pursuing cultural activities, is having to act within 

the framework of a cultural order upon which one is dependent. No one can invent the 

rules and norms of science and art entirely by him/herself, out of nothing. Every cultural 

activity, and every scientific rendering of an object, is culturally mediated. Moreover, 

every subject is partial and finite, situated in a particular culture and context. No one can 

know and see everything perfectly; no subject is almighty or universal. 

 Kaja Silverman, elaborating on the pyschoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan, 

points out that subject and object develop at the same time by their separation and 

therefore coexist. One of the first steps into subjectivity is the separation of objects from 

the sense of self; the entry into language makes this gap even deeper. This separation of 

objects is felt as a loss, according to Silverman and Lacan. The world and the self are no 

longer felt as a unified whole.  

 
Subjectivity is thus from the very outset dependent upon the recognition of a distance 
separating self from other – on an object whose loss is simultaneous with its apprehension. 
(Silverman 1988: 7)  
 

Subjectivity involves thus losses and insufficiencies.  

 Music has a special relation to the drama of separation; and speaking and writing 

about music can bring the losses and insufficiencies of subjectivity urgently to the fore. 

Music and sound blur the boundaries between self and other, between subject and 

object.37 Music can be experienced as part of the self; or one can lose oneself in music. 

                     
37 Jean-Luc Nancy states that the sonorous is ‘tendentially methexic’, related to ‘participation, sharing, 
or contagion’ (Nancy 2007: 10). 
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Sounds resonate in the body. Music makes your body move.38 Music often evokes 

emotions or affects, or seems to render particular emotions well. Music is often felt 

‘deeply inside’, very closely related to intimate feelings and experiences. Joke Dame 

(1994) elaborates on the role of music and the mother’s voice in early childhood. Some 

relate the experience of music to early experiences of the mother's voice singing lullabies 

as a ‘musical blanket’, to comfort the little child (Dame 1994: 73-75).39 Music can 

function as a transitional object (Dame 1994: 80). Donald Winnicott’s notion of the 

transitional object refers to something (e.g. a blanket or a lullaby) that functions as a 

bridge between the ‘me’ and the ‘not-me’ of a little child. It helps the child in separating 

from the mother, soothing the child when she is away, and helping the child to 

experience the separation. The child experiences the tune or song as part of itself. Dame 

points at the similarity between Winnicott's transitional object and Lacan's objet (a) 

(objet petit autre). The objet (a) is an object that was previously experienced as part of 

the self, like ‘the breast, the feces, the mother's voice, a loved blanket’ (Silverman 1986: 

7). To become a subject, one has to separate these phenomena from the self and make 

these into objects. Objets (a), however, tend to keep some reminiscence of the former 

feeling of wholeness, they are only ‘a little bit different’ from the self. Objets (a) can be 

experienced as very attractive, but also as threatening to the boundaries of the subject. 

Silverman and Dame argue that the mother's voice, and the female voice in general, can 

function as an objet (a). Female singing, and music in general, can be reminiscent of this 

function. The experience to become absorbed in the music, involves a loss of boundaries 

between self and music.40 Also, the musical play of tension and release relates to the 

drama of division and union of the subject and the other (Silverman 1988: 82). Music 

can be experienced in many respects as a transitional phenomenon, oscillating between 

self and other. 

 

                     
38 For a short overview of recent empirical research on how music affects the body, see Meelberg 
(2011: 233). 
 
39 See MacKinlay & Baker 2005 for the effect of lullaby singing on mothers; it also contains an 
overview of studies from the disciplines of music therapy, medical science and psychology on the 
effect of lullabies on babies. 
 
40 Of course, this is not the only way music is or can be experienced. 
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Maus finds a difference between historical musicology and music theory with regard to 

the prevalent objectivist and the absent experiential mode. Historical musicological 

discourse is focused on historical facts and not on musical experience and thus evades 

experience, whereas music theory formalizes experiential aspects and thus substitutes 

experience. 
 
Neither field [mainstream musicology and mainstream music theory] has been primarily 
concerned with sensitive accounts of musical experience, but they have avoided the issue 
in different ways. Mainstream musicology has put out a fact-oriented discourse that 
obviously has no bearing on the details of musical experience, and therefore doesn't tend 
to deny or distort such experience. It's as though musicology has relied upon a strict 
distinction between public discourse and the realm that is more private and intimate. In 
contrast, the discourse of mainstream theory, when it is unevocative, does not seem to be 
protecting the privacy of listeners. It seems more like a substitute for sensitive, evocative 
description, an Ersatz even; something that responds, publicly but speciously, to the desire 
for a shared articulation of musical experience. (Maus 1993: 275-6) 
 

This idea of the discourse about music as avoiding something feminine (subjective 

musical experience) by substituting or disguising it with something masculine (objective 

discourse)41 is very suggestive of the notion of the fetish.42 I will argue that the 

abundance of objectivism and formalism in electroacoustic discourse may function as a 

fetishistic defence against the lack that the subject encounters in electroacoustic practice 

                     
41 See Cusick (1999a) for an account of how American musicology was constituted as masculine, to 
avoid the association with ‘woman’s work’ (see I.2). ‘A hierarchy of musical thought over the various 
musical practices would thus be established: musicology would be at its apex, controlling through an 
objective approach to musical knowledge the subjective experience of music as creation, physical and 
social practice, emotional and sensual pleasure.’ (Cusick 1999a: 480) 
  
42 For a different account of the fetishism of music theory and analysis, mainly based on Marx’s notion 
of the fetish but also related to Freud’s notion of the fetish, see Klumpenhouwer (2002). According to 
Henry Klumpenhouwer, music theory is fetishistic because its objects (musical pieces) are 
commodities, but this is not acknowledged. ‘All disciplines, especially those that, like music theory, 
have as their objects of study commodities, must logically be understood as fetish-based modes of 
thought, however complicated they may become through other mediations.’ (Klumpenhouwer 2002: 
33–34) Klumpenhouwer draws a parallel between commodity value and aesthetic value. The fetishism 
of music theory is not only that it studies the material characteristics of music instead of the underlying 
social context and the social relations of the producers of the music, but also that it pays no attention to 
the social nature of listening and analysis. ‘The fetish nature of institutional music theory lies not only 
in its examination of material aspects of pieces as the source value (in the form of aesthetic value or 
meaning), but also in its concealment of the social nature of consumption or appropriation behind these 
styles of investigation into the material properties of musical pieces.’ (Klumpenhouwer 2002: 36) And, 
music theory loses sight of the historical dimension of its various objects. Moreover, the belief in a 
radical discontinuity between the material and social aspects of music, is itself fetishistic. Significantly, 
passive objects correspond with passive subjects. ‘Furthermore, it is easily drawn to positivist 
epistemological and methodological ethoi that entirely fragment the world into passive objects and 
correspondingly passive subjects.’ (Klumpenhouwer 2002: 36) His critique on the disavowal of 
subjectivity in music analysis links Klumpenhouwer’s position to Maus’s. 
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and experience. By excluding the subject, objectivism testifies of a mistrust towards the 

subject and thus points to its lack. Like a fetish, objectivism both conceals and points 

towards the lack of the subject – the lack, as Silverman argues, that structures each 

subject, but is incompatible with masculinity. 

 With her interpretation of the work of Freud and Lacan as a point of departure, 

Kaja Silverman reworks the concept of castration to a powerful tool for feminist analysis 

of social-cultural phenomena. Feminist theorists emphasize that the Lacanian phallus is 

an abstract notion signifying masculine privilege. It is the symbolic marker of sexual 

difference (Macey 1992, Grosz 1992).43 Silverman reinterprets the work of Freud and 

Lacan such, that the notion of castration gets a more general meaning, related to lack. 

She argues that all cultural subjects, men and women, are already castrated from the 

outset. Silverman's notion of castration refers to the separation of the subject from the 

world of objects and to the entry into language. 

 To become a cultural subject is to differentiate between self and other(s), 

between subject and object(s). To perceive an object as an object, as other, as not-I, 

implies the loss of it: it is not a part of the self. The separation of the subject from the 

world of the objects is the loss of one unified world of self. 
 
Subjectivity is thus from the very outset dependent upon the recognition of a distance 
separating self from other – on an object whose loss is simultaneous with its apprehension. 
(Silverman 1986: 7).  
 

According to Silverman, the child’s acquisition of its own boundaries by the severance 

of objects previously experienced as itself is experienced as castration.  
 
Since the loss of the object always entails a loss of what was once part of the subject, it is 
– in the strictest sense of the word – a castration. (Silverman 1986: 9) 
 

 Silverman's and Lacan's use of the notion of language is related to the notion of 

the arbitrary signifier of Ferdinand de Saussure. A word is an arbitrary signifier: it has no 

                     
43 For an account of the female voice as fetish, for both the male listener and the female singer, see 
Dame 1994: 161–191. This article appeared in English as ‘The female voice as fetish: Occurences in 
the practice of psychoanalysis and music’, in Mieke Bal and Inge E. Boer. 1994. The Point of Theory: 
Practices of Cultural Analysis. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press; New York: 
Continuum/Crossroad, pp. 260–270.  
 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

I A Background 
 

33 

  

intrinsic relation to its signified; its signification is based on socially established rules.44 

Language implies a distance from the objects to which it refers. There is a radical 

division between signifiers and objects. Language also implies a distance from the senses 

and the body. With the entry into language, the subject not only looses the object, but 

also ‘its own being’, according to Silverman. The entry into language is a symbolic 

castration. Moreover, language is ‘already there’: it is based on socially-culturally 

established rules. Language, so deeply constitutive of the self, is made by and with 

others. 

 All subjects are symbolically castrated, according to Silverman. However, since 

the male subject is constructed through identification with the phallus whereas the 

female subject is constructed through identification with lack, any lack or ‘castration’ is 

far more threatening for him than for her. Lack is incompatible with masculine subjec-

tivity; but any insufficiency can remind him of his denied symbolic castration. 

 Male lack can be denied in different ways. The idea of woman as lacking (versus 

man as powerful and in control) functions as a primary fetish to disavow male lack: 

‘woman herself [...] is required to conceal from the male subject what he cannot know 

about himself’ (20). Thus, male lack is projected on women. This fetish stands in for ‘all 

those divisions and losses suffered by the male subject in the course of his cultural 

history’ (22). But when for a male subject even the idea of the lack as projected on a 

woman is too threatening, a secondary, Freudian fetish45 functions to disavow this lack. 

It is important to keep in mind that this lack is so threatening for a male subject, because 

it reminds him of his own: it is not female lack, but male lack which is threatening for 

the male subject. 
 
[A]lthough the fetish conceals female lack, its presence testifies to the male subject's 
knowledge of that lack. (Silverman 1986: 13)  
 

                     
44 For example, such different words as ‘hond’, ‘chien’ or ‘dog’ all refer to the same kind of animal; the 
sounds of these words do not have any natural relation to this animal. 
 
45 A Freudian fetish is a substitution for the penis that woman lacks, often something adjacent such as a 
shoe, a garment or another part of the body (Silverman 1988: 13). Woman’s lack of a penis reminds 
man of the possibility of his own castration; when a man cannot accept this, a fetish functions as a 
substitute. Silverman deconstructs Freud’s account of the fetish to come at the more general argument 
discussed here that a fetish primarily conceals male lack/insufficiency/loss. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

I A Background 
 

34 

  

Male lack can be negated in three ways:  

1) by projecting it on women (Woman as fetish);  

2) by a secondary, Freudian fetish to disavow female lack when even this is too 

threatening;  

3) by disavowing male lack directly by a fetish other than Woman.  

It is this third kind of negation of male lack that will be my concern here in relation to 

the technological and formalistic discourse on electroacoustic music. 

 Silverman shows, by analysing texts from the dominant tradition within film 

theory, that film is especially apt to remind the viewer of symbolic castration: the viewer 

is foreclosed from the world of objects depicted in the film, as well as from the site of 

production. Film is a representation of a representation: not only is it fiction, but the 

actors and objects representing the fiction are not even there – there is only light on a 

screen. To disavow this loss of objects, the viewer beliefs in the simulated real, while 

s/he of course also knows that it is not real. Another way of disavowing the loss of the 

object is found by Silverman in the work of Bazin: the belief that the image is a pure, 

automatic, objective, indexical reproduction of the originating object by the camera 

without human intervention (Silverman 2086: 9). 

 The foreclosure of the viewing subject from the site of production is disavowed 

by identification with a powerful character in the film who has authorative vision, 

hearing and speech. Normally, this character is male. The lack is projected on powerless 

female characters. Both powerful male characters and powerless female characters 

function as fetishes for the male spectator to conceal his exclusion from the site of 

cinematic production. This site of production is not only absent from the viewer; it is 

also an abstract Other because it consists of a technological, ideological, cultural and 

social apparatus (e.g. ‘Hollywood industry’) that exceeds the authorial subject. 

Silverman shows ‘that classic cinema has the potential to reactivate the trauma of 

symbolic castration within the viewer’, and that ‘it projects male lack onto female 

characters in the guise of anatomical deficiency and discursive inadequacy’ as a defence 

(Silverman 1986: 1). 
 
The male subject ‘proves’ his symbolic potency through the repeated demonstration of the 
female subject's symbolic impotence. (Silverman 1986: 24) 
 

 Music, as a transitional phenomenon, is related to the interplay of separation and 
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unity. Its experience is fundamentally uncertain. Does what one hears and feels in a 

piece of music belong to oneself or to the music? In the tradition of Western classical 

music, one can find conceptual tools to describe musical sound objectively, like pitches, 

tone scales, harmonies, rhythms and instrumentation; and in this respect, the score is 

very important. However, in electroacoustic music there is seldom a score and many 

sounds and musical processes are difficult to describe.46 Moreover, electroacoustic music 

disrupts the traditional roles of composer and performer, and of the score: often, there are 

no performers or scores required (e.g. ‘tape music’), or the composer may be considered 

as a performer as well (live-electronics, composer-performer, see Chapter VII; see also 

Keathley 2001). Landy (2007) argues that the study of electroacoustic music47 lacks 

parts of its foundation, related to the inadequate, confusing categorisation of musical 

works and (sub-)genres (see I.1.1); he argues that more appropriate classification 

systems and genre terminology would enhance accessibility (Landy 2007: vii–viii, 5–

10). In this non-popular genre, for an uninitiated listener there is often not much ‘to hold 

on to’ (Landy 2007: 21–35). Moreover, when listening to electroacoustic tape music, but 

even when attending live electronics, the listener is radically foreclosed from the site of 

production. It is unclear and often unimaginable for the listener how the sounds are 

produced that come from the loudspeakers. And with tape music there is even no 

performer to identify with.48 

 Denis Smalley is explicit about the experience of uncertainty when listening to or 

composing electroacoustic music: 

                     
46 Scholars in the field of electroacoustic music still feel an urgency to find ways to classify, represent, 
transcribe and describe its sounds, as the recurring themes of ‘transcription and representation of sound’ 
and ‘taxonomy, terminology’ of the EMS network conferences testify. See http://www.ems-
network.org (last accessed 1 May 2013)  

Bruno Bossis (2004, 2005) stresses the ambiguity of artificial vocality, the difficulty of 
analysing it and the lack of adequate modes of representation, analytical methods, technological 
analytical tools and classification. ‘[...] le compositeur qui met en jeu la vocalité artificielle abolit 
l’évidence d’une présence corporelle. Il déchire le voile des certitudes entre voix et non-voix.’ (Bossis 
2005: 275) Bossis (2004, 2005) pleads for better, more integrated technological tools for the analysis 
and graphic representation of artificial vocality. Bossis (2004, 2005) seems to vacillate between the 
acknowledgement (or perhaps even celebration) of the inherent ambiguity of artificial vocality on the 
one hand and the desire to tackle it with objective and technological tools on the other. 
 
47 The area of his study (Landy 2007) is ‘the art of sound organization’, which includes, but is not 
limited to, electroacoustic music. 
 
48 See Dusman (2000) for an account of the experience of uneasiness and uncertainty for the audience 
of tape music concerts. 
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Electroacoustic music opens access to all sounds, a bewildering sonic array ranging from 
real to the surreal and beyond. For listeners the traditional links with physical sound-
making are frequently ruptured: electroacoustic sound-shapes and qualities frequently do 
not indicate known sources and causes. Gone are the familiar articulations of instruments 
and vocal utterance; gone is the stability of note and interval; gone too is the reference of 
beat and metre. Composers also have problems: how to cut an aesthetic path and discover 
stability in a wide-open sound world, how to develop appropriate sound-making methods, 
how to select technologies and software. 
 How are we to explain and understand electroacoustic music? (Smalley 1997: 107) 
 

Smalley (1986) explains that a neglect of aural perception in music comes from an 

avoidance of this ‘threatening’ uncertain subjective experience: 
 
Aural perception is fragile, fickle, empirical, and thus presents a threat to those musicians 
and researchers who have difficulty in coming to terms with the insecurity of their 
subjectivity. (Smalley 1986: 63) 
 

In Smalley (1986) there is both an acknowledgement of the insecurity of subjective 

experience, and its avoidance by a formalist, objectivist, universalist discourse 

(discussed in I.1.2 above). Smalley (1997), an ‘extensive rewriting’49 of Smalley (1986), 

stresses the subjective nature of spectro-morphology even more:  

 
There is no objective method of achieving visual spectromorphological representation, and 
the analyst hopefully becomes only too aware of subjective decision-making and 
alternative ‘readings’. This is as it should be. (Smalley 1997: 108) 
 

He warns for losing the subjective experience of listening: 
 
But we must be cautious about putting too much faith in written representations because 
writing freezes the experience of temporal flux. It is a device for counteracting the fleeting 
and selective nature of wayward aural attentiveness and memory during the sounding flow 
of music. (Smalley 1997: 108) 
 

Smalley (1997) states that this lack of universality and objectivity may be a hindrance for 

musicological success: 
 
The problems of representation combined with the lack of consistent, thorough and fairly 
universally applicable analytical tools have undoubtedly inhibited electroacoustic music’s 
acceptance in more intellectual, musicological circles. (Smalley 1997: 108) 
 

                     
49 Smalley (1997: 107n1). 
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Smalley proposes to consider electroacoustic music’s ‘lack’ as an opportunity to focus 

on musical experience instead of the often objectivist and/or formalist approach towards 

Western classical music: 

 
Electroacoustic music’s strength is that unlike traditional Western art music it cannot so 
easily suffer by being reduced to a notation system, thereby courting the danger that music 
writing might by regarded as a separate entity, a substitute for perceptual experience. 
(Smalley 1997: 108) 
 

But Smalley (1997) is also more explicit than Smalley (1986) on the ambivalence 

between subjectivity and formalism in his own approach, which consists of many pages 

of abstract classification of sound forms.50 
 
Some of the concepts and language of spectromorphology have formalist tendencies, but 
ideally, intrinsic spectromorphological description, although not directly interpretative, 
should be capable of helping a listener to pinpoint those musical qualities which are 
carriers of meaning. (Smalley 1997: 111) 
 

 Listening to electroacoustic music can be a confusing experience. Learning to 

structure, name, perceive and analyse more and more aspects of the initially indefinable 

mess of sounds can be very satisfying. But trying to describe the subtle nuances and 

sound qualities one hears, can be a painful affair as well: when translated into language, 

the fine, detailed, impressive perceptions are lost. Moreover, Elizabeth Keathley (2001) 

argues that the disruption of the hierarchy of composer and performer in electronic 

music, may invoke anxiety that composers try to overcome by reinstating the hierarchy, 

by insisting upon a direct transmission of the composers intentions and by producing 

scores: 
 
I would suggest that this disruption of hierarchies has had a great deal to do with electronic 
music’s slow acceptance in the ‘art music realm’. [‘If you can’t write it down, and we 
can’t see it played, how do we know it’s music?’] The anxiety produced by this disruption 
is evident in attempts of figures like Stockhausen and Babbitt to reinstate the hierarchy – 
and salvage their place at its pinnacle – through the discourses of modernist metaphysics 
and the minute detailing of ex-post facto ‘scores’. By Babbitt’s account, the excision of the 
performer’s imperfect body assures the unimpeded transmission of the composer’s 
intentions, the perfect consonance of audition with analyzable construction, and thus 
guarantees the authenticity of the work and its rational contemplation by a qualified 
listener. For him, electronic music is more absolute than absolute. (Keathley 2001) 
 

                     
50 The apparent need for classification in electroacoustic music studies is noteworthy, for example the 
classification of modes of listening and of types of sounds by Pierre Schaeffer (Schaeffer 1966; Schaeffer 
2006), and the classification of musical works by Emmerson (1986) and Landy (2007). 
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The abundance of objectivism and formalism in electroacoustic discourse functions as a 

defence against the lack inherent to electroacoustic practice and experience and, when 

such discourse is too rigid and confining (‘self-reification’, McClary 1989: 78), at the 

cost of openness to wider cultural influences, it can be considered as fetishistic in 

Silverman’s sense. 

 Silverman (1992) suggests that male lack can be disavowed not only by men, but 

also by women. According to this idea, a female fetishist insists on assigning phallic 

masculinity to a man, even if he bears clear signs of lack. Let this be a warning: an 

extreme formalist discourse may be a masculine fetishistic defence against the inherent 

uncertainties of electroacoustic music; but the assignment of formalism to the 

multiplicity of electroacoustic culture, practice and discourse may be a feminine 

fetishistic projection as well. Such a feminine fetishistic projection of formalism to male 

electroacoustic culture could lead to sweeping statements and simplifying categorisation. 

However, careful, close analyses will reveal that an electroacoustic work is not a 

monolithic autonomous formalistic block, but full of complexities, contradictions and 

relations to the outside world. Close reading of theoretical texts often reveals ideological 

tensions, discrepancies and combinations of various approaches, as for example shown 

above for Smalley (1986) and Smalley (1997). Such tensions, ambiguities and 

inconsistencies make electroacoustic music an interesting field of inquiry. The following 

chapters would have been inconceivable if the field of electroacoustic music was not rich 

with extra-musical references, contradictory tendencies, openings for multiple 

interpretations, and links to urgent issues of current interest.  
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I.4 A way to go (methodos) 

 

There are many productive tensions in the following chapters. I sympathize with an 

approach such as Marion Guck’s, whose ‘Rigors of Subjectivity’ is inspired by the, often 

considered formalist, theoretical work of Milton Babbitt (Guck 1997). Guck bases her 

analyses on her personal experiences as a listener and performer, but takes from Babbitt 

the following methodological principles: 1) precision and 2) providing evidence or 

reasons for the claims or interpretations being made, explaining how the musical piece 

gives rise to such an interpretation. Guck points out that these are essential for clear, 

informative and interesting communication. ‘An author should make it possible for a 

reader to understand and evaluate for him- or herself that author’s claims.’ (Guck 1997: 

54) By making it possible for the reader to follow the steps of the argument, the author 

also takes care of its accountability or ‘intersubjectivity’ (55). Intersubjectivity, not in the 

sense of consensus, but in the sense of communication between subjects, is also essential 

for Mieke Bal’s practice of cultural analysis (Bal 2002). For Guck (1997), the aim of 

such analysis is to enhance, refine and enrich the perception of the piece. Aim and 

method are related, for to make explicit and precise references to the music and to 

explain how these relate to the interpretation, allows both reader and writer to hear or 

notice more. (To which I would like to add, however, that too much detail can hinder the 

communication, so a balance is preferable between detailed precision on the one hand 

and more concise overview, explanation and interpretation on the other hand.) By 

interpretation, a musical work comes into existence.!
 
[... T]he purpose of musical analysis is to develop interpretations of musical events, 
because, in a sense, it is only when events are interpreted that they come into existence as 
part of a musical work. (Guck 1997: 61) 
 

 Meelberg (2011) takes a related position, but with a critical twist. He pleads for 

approaches that form ‘suggestions for alternative ways of listening, experiencing, and 

understanding music, ways that do not exclude other forms of musical experience’, 

and to ‘think through the manners in which music can be experienced and understood, 

without claiming that there are no alternative ways of experiencing and understanding 

music, and without any absolute truth claim.’ (Meelberg 2011: 240). However, he 

adds a critical objective: Meelberg’s aim is not only to enrich the experience of music, 

but also to become critically aware of what one hears, and what the music may imply:  
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Regardless of the approach, ultimately all music research should contribute to what I 
call sonic literacy. Especially in present-day society where sound and music are used 
and misused to influence and even manipulate human behavior, it is very important to 
know what you hear, to be sonically aware, and to become a critical listener. (Meelberg 
2011: 241) 
 

While I sympathize with Guck’s call for ‘rigors of subjectivity’, my intention would be 

to attain more than merely enriching musical experience. My aim is to explore and 

understand the gender connotations of the music under research, so that listeners 

(including myself) can become aware of these and think its implications through. I 

consider this to be an aspect of Meelberg’s ‘sonic literacy’.51  

 How can the making of explicit and precise references to the music, lead to a 

richer perception of the musical work by the analyst-writer? Is it not the other way 

around: that because the analyst has a rich perception of the work, s/he can write explicit 

and precise references to the music? According to this last position, the musical work is 

the object, perceived by and written on by the subject making the analysis. A similar 

situation occurs when a theory is applied to a piece of music. However, the first position 

presupposes an interaction between music, analyst and theoretical frame. The analyst 

perceives, but also interrogates his/her perceptions, and searches for explicit and precise 

musical references for his/her often initially imprecise or intuitive perceptions. This 

testing of ones own impressions, can lead to other, perhaps contradictory or additional 

perceptions and interpretations.52 And so on. By focusing on the musical work again, the 

music can, so to say, ‘speak back’.  

                     
51 However, I sympathize with but do not exactly follow Meelberg’s plea for ‘open approaches’ that 
combine empirical and theoretical research, with the use of mathematics, physics, psychoacoustics, 
cognitive psychology, philosophy, and critical theory. 
 
52 Or, as Maus (1999) refers to the aesthetic philosophy of John Dewey (orig. 1934): musical 
experience must be both ‘doing and undergoing’, actively construing and evaluating (Maus 1999: 189). 
Cook & Everist (1999) in their Introduction highlight a related position of Maus (1999): analysis not as 
a one-way account of musical experience as it is (or: was), but musical experience (of the analyst or of 
the reader) being influenced by analysis; thus, a process of reciprocal influence between musical 
experience and analysis. ‘Analytical enquiry, then, does not simply – maybe does not primarily – aim 
to represent experiences as they are; it aims to represent experiences as they are not, but fruitfully 
might be.’ (Cook & Everist 1999: 7) Cook & Everist (1999) stress the importance of analysis that keeps 
the music, as a viable art work, open to new interpretation, instead of intending to explain the music for 
once and for all, stopping the piece and leaving it dead (Cook & Everist 1999: 8). ‘Each “music view”, 
as it might be called, captures different aspects of actual or potential experience; each allows 
generalization across a different range of contexts.’ (Cook 1999: 258) 
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 In such a detailed, fine-tuned analysis, a ‘close reading’ as it where, the music is 

not an inert object. When the music is allowed to ‘speak back’, it can participate in the 

adjustment, elaboration, supplementation and construction of the theoretical reflection.  

 
The text does not speak for itself, but it does speak back; the theory will not get away with 
overruling the object, nor with obscuring its own contributions, impositions, and control. 
(Bal 1999: 138) 
 

This dialogical or interactive approach is one of the features of Mieke Bal’s ‘cultural 

analysis’, characterized by ‘a cohabitation of theoretical reflection and reading in which 

“the object” from subject matter becomes subject, participating in the construction of 

theoretical views’ (Bal 1999: 12). Thus, it is not the application of a strict method or 

theory to a musical object, but neither can the music ‘speak for itself’.  
 
[A] text does not speak for itself. We surround it, or frame it, before we let it speak at all. 
(Bal 2002: 8)  
 

In this sense, the analyses of compositions in my study are cultural analyses. That is, the 

compositions are not approached (framed) as autonomous art works, but as part of our 

larger culture (Bal 2002: 9), with cultural relevance (in this case related to gender 

issues). Thus, cultural analysis consists of the interaction of close analysis and theory to 

obtain cultural relevance, intersubjectivity, rigour and accountability.  
 
[I]n practising detailed analysis from a theoretical perspective, one is led to resist sweeping 
statements and partisanship as well as reductive classification for the sake of alleged 
objectivity. (Bal 2002: 44) 
 
Making sweeping statements about objects, or citing them as examples, renders them 
dumb. Detailed analyses – where no quotation can serve as an illustration but where it will 
always be scrutinized in depth and detail, with a suspension of certainties – resists 
reduction. Even though, obviously, objects cannot speak, they can be treated with enough 
respect for their irreducible complexity and unyielding muteness – but not mystery – to 
allow them to check the thrust of an interpretation, and to divert and complicate it. (Bal 
2002: 45)  
 

 Because of the interdisciplinarity of the endeavour, there are no methods ‘waiting 

to be applied’: ‘[The methods] are part of the exploration.’ (Bal 2002: 4) My main 

objective was to search for ways to discuss gender issues in and around the music, 

taking the presentation (e.g. in a concert, on a CD) as part of (the surroundings of) the 

musical work. People/actors such as composers, performers or listeners only play a role 

to the extent that they are perceived in or around the music, which depends on the focus 
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of attention: the instance of the music (e.g. a specific performance or recording) under 

scrutiny and the theoretical frame. For the analyses, I have searched for ‘something to 

hold on to’: a link, a point of contact, between composition and theory; a point of entry 

into the composition via something bordering on its very limits, quasi-extra-musical, like 

text in the composition, the title, text about the composition (by the composer or by 

someone else), text to which the composition refers; as well as a point of entry into 

theory: a story, an association, a concept.53 I have taken these as starting points for 

further exploration both into the composition and into a theoretical elaboration. 

 My objectives reach beyond the mere analyses of individual pieces. Indeed, there 

are assertions, relating to gender issues, some by others and some by me, that refer to 

tendencies in specific musical genres or have an even broader extent. In my opinion it 

does not suffice to give a mere few examples to account for the existence of tendencies. 

It will not likely convince sceptical opponents, as for every example, counter-examples 

may be found. In addition, it may well be possible that an assertion based on a few 

examples only, is more a reflection of one’s own prejudices rather than an accurate 

reflection of the actual situation. Thus, to substantiate general claims such as ‘there are 

many compositions for female vocalist and electronics, but almost none for male vocalist 

and electronics’, I felt the need for a systematic search in a well-defined domain, as set 

out in Chapter II. This research is focused on a larger scale than that of the individual 

composition, it ‘zooms out’ as it were, and consequently, there is no room for details, 

complexities and contradictions inherent to individual compositions. In so doing, the 

compositions are objects, of which just a few rough characteristics are noted, such as 

male/female/ambiguous voice, speaking/singing/other, live/pre-recorded, etc. While 

doing so, other interesting aspects of individual compositions came to the fore, be it that, 

for the purposes of Chapter II these were ignored (some were taken into account, though, 

in the subsequent chapters). Admittedly, this coarse, broad approach often felt like 

violating the individual musical art works. (Which is why the chapters following Chapter 

                     
53 The term ‘something to hold on to’ is developed by Leigh Landy. It refers to something in a musical 
(sonic) work offered by the composer (sound-based artist) to the listener as a means to enter the work, 
so that accessibility and appreciation will be heightened (Landy 2007: 26). However, I use the term 
here in a different way: not as something offered by the composer, but as something found by me 
(listener/analyst) in and around the music; as an interpretative element. In my study, it is not providing 
a (more or less abstract) point of contact between (the intention of) the composer and (the reception of) 
the listener, but it serves as a point of contact between music and theory. Instead of a tango for two 
(Landy 2007: 26, ‘it takes two to tango’, i.e. composer and listener), I celebrate a dance of multiplicity. 
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II do contain more detailed analyses, on the basis of ‘close listening’.) But even on such 

a global level, the careful scrutiny of a few broad characteristics caused the music to 

speak back: leading to a refinement of the gender pattern in relation to pre-recorded 

voices as well as to ideas and examples for the subsequent chapters. The gender patterns 

evidenced in Chapter II function as a frame of reference for these subsequent chapters. 

The tension between making general claims and doing specific analyses is recognized by 

Mieke Bal as productive for cultural analysis:  
 
Perhaps the hottest issue in cultural analysis: the tension between the need to account for 
difference and specificity, and the desire to construct [...] global comparative frames. (Bal 
1999: 14) 
 
But a remaining tension in this renewed reading practice has been the unbridgeable gap 
between the particularistic, microscopic view of close reading and the larger claims of 
those important critical perspectives. (Bal 1999: 138) 
 

 My research focuses on the music, not on the people involved.  
 
It is not the artist or the author but the objects they make and ‘give’ to the public domain 
that are the ‘speakers’ in analytic discussion. (Bal 2002: 9) 
 

A great influence is the theoretical approach of ‘the death of the author’, named after the 

famous essay of Roland Barthes with that title and refined afterwards in literary studies 

and feminist musicology, amongst others. My aim is not to find the intentions of the 

composer in the music and I do not consider the composer as the ‘master’ of the music 

or of my interpretation. However, both with regard to feminist musicology and 

contemporary music, I am critical of simply ignoring the composer. In contemporary 

music, the composers are often alive and participating in or attending to performances of 

their work. It is often quite difficult to ignore the composer, not to meet or talk with 

him/her. Moreover, isn’t it ironic to be declaring the composer ‘dead’ just at a point in 

history that more female composers are coming up? The concept of the author is central 

in Chapter VII and the female/feminine composer in Chapter VIII; but the entire study is 

based on a critical and careful stance towards the notion of the author. My point of 

departure was the bracketing of the composer. Subsequently, I took into account the 

signs of the composer as I found these surrounding the music. Names, voices and people 

pop up in and around the music, and I consider these instances as ‘texts’ that can take 

part in the analysis. I juxtapose the music with the writings of the composer, and 

sometimes found in a composer’s text a point of entry for a critical analysis of the music. 
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Especially in Chapter V, a critical analysis of a text by the composer about the 

composition plays a crucial role. I consider the author as an analytical category, not as an 

authority. In Chapter II, I count the number of male versus female composers, to get an 

idea of the gender patterns of the genre. The gender pattern male composer – female 

vocalist and the roles of the composer and the vocalist are reconsidered in the following 

chapters, mainly with regard to what can be perceived in and around the music. There 

have been instances, however, where I was in contact with living composers. Sometimes 

I contacted composers in order to be provided with scores or recordings (many 

electroacoustic composers are publishers of their own work as well). Or I met composers 

at musical or musicological events, such as concerts or conferences. Some of them I 

have even sent my analysis of their work or asked specific questions. Composers are 

human, and accordingly, social and ethical aspects are involved. But one may suppose 

that it is part of the composer’s job to leave the interpretation to others after finishing the 

composition:54 
 
[I]sn’t it the artist’s ambition that his work will outlast the time allotted him to master it[?] 
(Bal 2002: 265)  

 
 To summarize, my methodological ethics are based on accountability, 

intersubjectivity and respect: by making precise references; by giving enough evidence, 

reasons or explanations; by providing explicit theoretical framing; and by assuming a 

dialogue or interaction with the musical works. Each chapter focuses on a theme or 

concept: gender patterns in Chapter II; embodiment in Chapter III; the vocal persona in 

Chapter IV; the female vocalist in Chapter V; the listener’s position in Chapter VI; the 

author in Chapter VII; écriture féminine in Chapter VIII. Chapter IV, V, VI and VII 

contain (more or less) extensive close analyses of the following compositions (other 

compositions are discussed more briefly): Milton Babbitt – Philomel, Lars-Gunnar 

Bodin – Anima, Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream, Luciano Berio – Thema 

(Omaggio a Joyce), Paul Lansky – as it grew dark, Larry Austin – La Barbara: The 

Name, The Sounds, The Music, Christian Marclay – Maria Callas, Gilius van Bergeijk – 

Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen, Charles Dodge – Any Resemblance is Purely 
                     
54 Because composers are often dependent upon performers for the performance of their work, which is 
in a sense a (re-)creation, in practice this is not at all self-evident with regard to the relation composer–
performer (as long as the composer is alive). See also Chapter VII. Mieke Bal refers to visual art, but 
there is an ontological difference between music and visual art (painting). 
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Coincidental. Except for the last one, these compositions all represent pairs of a male 

composer with a female vocalist, but in different configurations. Chapter II shows that 

this ‘division of labour’ is the most prominent; these compositions are representative for 

this pattern. I elaborate on this archetypical duo of male composer – female vocalist from 

different angles. (Parts of) theories and concepts are discussed where and to the extent 

needed for the deliberation in point. I hope that this enhances the focus and readability of 

the thesis and avoids vexing the reader with spun-out summaries of theories. Thus, 

instead of giving a ‘complete’ theoretical account first and then applying it to one or 

more compositions, I choose to intertwine theoretical discussions and musical analyses. 

This encourages feedback from the analyses to the theories. Another reason I have 

chosen to do so is that several chapters were first published as articles. The reader may 

read the different chapters separately. Consequently, different partial accounts of the 

same theoretical source may be found in different parts of the book and some duplication 

could not be avoided. I hope this helps the reader and may provide a sense of the 

underlying continuity. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

II Bodies of Evidence 
 

46 

II 

 

BODIES OF EVIDENCE1 
 

 

Many people play a role in electroacoustic music: composers, performers, technicians, 

organizers, critics, listeners, musicologists, students, etc. Few statistics are available 

regarding the gender of these groups, as Simoni (1995) observes. A few facts: in the 

year 2000, eight per cent of the members of the International Computer Music 

Association were female (40 out of 499); at the International Computer Music 

Conference 2000, seventeen per cent of the compositions played at the concerts were 

composed by women (Conant and Osborne 2001). This is in line with some more 

general statistics for music composition in academia.2  

These statistics deal with numbers of people. However, my focus is not so 

much on people, but on musical works. But finding gender in music is often a risky 

and difficult business. Do sounds have a gender? Voices do, mostly. Consequently, 

the voice is a good entry point to discuss gender in electroacoustic music. 

                                                
1 Chapter II is a slightly revised version of the first part of: Hannah Bosma, ‘Bodies of evidence, 
singing cyborgs and other gender issues in electrovocal music’, Organised Sound, Volume 8 (1), pp 5–
17, (2003) © Cambridge University Press, reproduced with permission. 
 
2 Degenhart & Osborne (1999) estimate that in Europe, the USA and Canada, less than ten per cent of 
the music composition teachers at tertiary level education (universities, colleges, conservatories, etc.) 
are female; with even less women in Western Europe than in North America. In 1987, 8.6 per cent of 
the tenure track positions offered in music composition in the USA went to females (Simoni 1995).  
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II.1 Forms of existence 

 

There are many ways to present music to an audience: through publication of a score, 

by way of a concert or live performance, on an audio or audiovisual recording 

medium like CD or DVD, by radio or television broadcast or via the Internet. 

Concerts are transient, limited in time and space; the music cannot be listened to and 

studied ‘on demand’. At a concert, the music is heard by the audience only, a 

relatively limited number of people, where contemporary art music concerts in 

particular have a small audience. Scores and other performance material are primarily 

meant for professionals. CD releases, on the other hand, are meant for a larger 

audience and are one of the most accessible and widespread forms of music in 

contemporary Western culture.3 CDs can be played frequently and studied carefully. 

A recording, like a score, is a far more convenient form to analyse than a volatile 

concert performance. Since listeners can individually listen to a CD recording and 

form their own opinion about the music, the analysis is open to criticism and 

intersubjectivity. For these fundamental and practical reasons, my main focus in this 

chapter is on compositions released on CD.4 Scores and/or live performances serve as 

additional sources. 

The ontological forms of the electroacoustic compositions released on CD 

vary. Some compositions are two-track (stereo) ‘tape’ compositions: the composition 

as recorded on the CD seems to be equal with and identical to the composition ‘itself’. 

However, when performed in a concert hall using sophisticated audio equipment, 

these compositions sound essentially different than at home. On CD, the recording 

may be adjusted to playback in suboptimal circumstances (living room, car), for 

example by decreasing the dynamic differences. Multitrack tape compositions are, by 

                                                
3 The predecessor of the CD, the LP, is beyond the scope of this chapter. Electroacoustic music has 
been released on DVD-video or DVD-audio as well, but since this has occurred far less than on CD 
and then mostly after 2000, these releases are equally beyond the scope of this chapter. In 2012, the CD 
market is becoming smaller and music recordings are consumed by way of Internet downloads as well. 
Be this as it may, the CD is still a major medium for the selection and presentation of music recordings 
and in addition, CDs are often used for transmission via radio or Internet broadcasts as well. 
 
4 A related argument is made by José A. Bowen, who states: ‘Live performances [...] are heard by a 
limited audience, and it is recorded performances which carry the greatest authority for most works.’ 
(Bowen 1999: 433n30) 
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the very act of transference to the stereo format, essentially altered when published on 

a CD. Then there are electroacoustic compositions for live performer and tape or live 

electronics (performing a score or improvising); which when made into a CD release, 

will result in a recording of a live performance, or a studio recording of a would-be-

live performance, or a mixture of these.5 Inasmuch as the primary form of any 

composition for live performer and electronics is a concert performance, it might 

seem inappropriate to analyse such a composition via the ‘secondary’ form of a CD 

release of a recording of such a performance. I would submit, however, that live 

performances of this kind are rare and consequently, the recording on CD is usually 

the most well-known form of the composition. For all those reasons, I would argue 

that the CD release is the main public form of the music; scores are production tools, 

and performances are special events. 

                                                
5 For the sake of convenience, I will call the live vocal part that is recorded on a CD release ‘vocal 
part’. 
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II.2 A body of compositions 

 

For the purpose of my research into gender patterns in electroacoustic music, I have 

first made a selection of a representative body of compositions. The following CD 

series were chosen, with works by various composers: Computer Music Currents 

(from the record label Wergo); the Computer Music Series of the Consortium to 

Distribute Computer Music (from Centaur Records); and the series Cultures 

Électroniques, with the prize winners of the Concours International de Musique 

Électroacoustique in Bourges, France.6 Since virtually each CD of these series 

contains compositions by several composers, this is an efficient way to get a diverse 

and well-defined (prima) body of compositions. These three series are highly 

regarded, have an international outlook and explicitly represent the genre which is the 

subject matter of my research. The CD series started in the second half of the 1980s; 

for this research I have included CDs up to and including the year 2000 (for details, 

see below),7 be it that some of the works released on these CDs were composed 

before this period.  

The CDs contain different forms of electroacoustic music: compositions of 

which the final form only exists on a sound recording medium (‘tape music’), music 

for live performer and tape, and live electronics. A few compositions in the computer 

music series do not include electroacoustic sounds: here, the computer was used in the 

composition process, while the music is performed solely on acoustic instruments.8 

Where appropriate, I have included these compositions in my research; for example, I 

                                                
6 I thank Musicology of the University of Amsterdam (music recording library of musicology, Johan 
Schukking), Stichting Gaudeamus and Patrick Follon for lending me a large number of these CDs. The 
CDs that were not in these archives, were bought by me via Internet shops.  

In 2012, the CD archive of former Stichting Gaudeamus (then belonging to Music Center the 
Netherlands), was transferred to the library of the University of Amsterdam (UBA), Bijzondere 
Collecties. 
 
7 This research was originally published in 2003. After 2000, the series Cultures Électroniques and 
CDCM continued. In footnotes, I will add some additional findings related to these later CDs. 
 
8 The categories ‘electroacoustic music’ and ‘computer music’ have a large overlap. Since the 1990s, 
computers are the main production tool for electroacoustic music; and before that time, digital 
technology was also often used in the musical production process. However, older electroacoustic 
works are often made entirely with analogue equipment and consequently are no ‘computer music’. On 
the other hand, ‘computer music’ also relates to acoustic ‘score’ music for which computer algorithms 
were used in the composition process. (See Landy 2007: 16.) 
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did include Gottfried Michael Koenig’s Three Asko Pieces (1982) for flute, two 

clarinets, bassoon, two trombones, saxophone, marimba, piano and string quartet 

(CMC2) in my count of male versus female composers, but of course I omitted it 

when studying the topic of live voice with electronics and of recorded voices. 

The Computer Music Currents9 series date from 1989 – 1995 and consist of 

twelve CDs with three to six compositions from different composers on each CD. A 

special thirteenth CD entitled HISTORICAL CD OF DIGITAL SOUND SYNTHESIS contains 

seventeen short pieces and many sound examples10 and is accompanied by a 260-page 

booklet. Computer Music Currents is produced by the German composer Johannes 

Goebel in collaboration with the Center for Computer Research in Music and 

Acoustics (CCRMA) of Stanford University. Though, purportedly, the scope of the 

series is a general one, the provenance of the seventy-two compositions is limited to 

institutes of the USA, Western Europe and Israel. 

The Consortium to Distribute Computer Music (CDCM), founded by several 

university studios from the USA, have issued the Computer Music Series.11 In 1994, 

the CDCM became affiliated with the International Computer Music Association. In 

2001, as well as in 2013, the production affiliates are studios from academic 

institutions from the USA, Canada, Europe and Japan. Hence, it is safe to say that the 

CDCM Computer Music Series are predominantly American with an international 

perspective. These ongoing series contain 160 compositions on the first thirty CDs, 

which were released from 1988–2000,12 and their producer is the American composer 

Larry Austin.  

The Concours International de Musique Électroacoustique in Bourges was an 

important international competition, collaborating with many music organisations and 

                                                
9 I refer to these CDs as CMC1, CMC2, etc. These CDs were released by Schott Wergo Music Media 
GmbH, Mainz, Germany, http://www.wergo.de/. I derived all information about this CD series from 
the sleeve notes. See the Appendix for a list of the CDs. 
 
10 I only took into account the compositions, not the sound examples. 
 
11 I refer to these CDs as CDCM1, CDCM2, etc. The Computer Music Series of the Consortium to 
Distribute Computer Music is produced by Centaur Records Inc. For a list with all, see 
http://www.music.unt.edu/CDCM/, http://www.centaurrecords.com/ (last accessed 10 April 2013) and 
the Appendix. I derived all information about this series from the sleeve notes. 
 
12 In 2012, CD no. 39 was released. 
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broadcasting corporations.13 The French composers Françoise Barrière and Christian 

Clozier were the directors of the International Institute of Electroacoustic Music of 

Bourges IMEB (formerly known as Groupe de Musique Expérimentale de Bourges), 

that organized the competition and produced the Cultures Électroniques CD series. 

The Bourges competition started in 1973, the CD series in 1986. According to the 

information in the sleeve notes, in the competition of the year 2000, 438 composers 

from forty-six countries (from Europe, North and South America, Asia, Australia, 

Israel) participated with 608 compositions; thirty-two radio networks, sixteen 

diffusion organisations and eleven centres for electroacoustic music and multimedia 

art collaborated, with most of them coming from Europe (East and West), some from 

Canada, South America and Russia, and notably none from the USA. Among these 

organisations are the International Confederation for Electroacoustic Music and the 

Conseil International de Musique of the Unesco. Each year one to three CDs were 

released with the prize winners of the most recent competition and some previous 

prize winners. The Cultures Électroniques CD series up to and including volume 14 

(with the prize winners of the 27th Bourges competition of the year 2000, released in 

2001) contain 159 compositions.14 

Of course, beside these, there are other CD releases and labels of equal 

importance for electroacoustic and/or computer music, such as the Canadian label 

Empreintes Digitales, the CDs of the French institute Groupe de Recherches 

Musicales (INA-GRM) and the other CDs of Wergo's ‘Digital Music Digital’. But 

these releases usually dedicate an entire CD to one composer, consequently they 

                                                
13 The Concours stopped in 2010, due to the discontinuation of subsidies by the French government. 
 
14 I refer to these CDs as CE1, CE2, etc. In several years, two CD releases appeared, with the same 
number, one with the regular prize winners and the other with the compositions of the ‘magisterium’ 
prizes for senior composers; I refer to these as CE3p and CE3m, etc. Each CD release contains one or 
two CDs. Volumes 1–6 are released under the label Le Chant du Monde; volumes 7–14 by Musique 
Média Mnemosyne. Volume 1 contains prize winners of the International Rostrum for Electroacoustic 
Music 1984 and from several Bourges competitions. For a list with all CDs and order information, see 
http://www.imeb.asso.fr, http://www.imeb.net/, 
http://www.imeb.net/IMEB_v2/?option=com_content&task=view&id=492&Itemid=179, 
http://www.imeb.asso.fr/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=492&Itemid=179, 
http://www.mnemosyne-musique.com (last accessed 10 April 2013) and the Appendix. I derived all 
information about this series from the sleeve notes. 

IMEB was closed in 2011, due to the discontinuation of subsidy by the French government. 
The last Cultures Électroniques CD is nr. 20, with the prize winning compositions of the Concours 
2007. 
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contain a less diverse body of compositions which is why I have not included these in 

my selection. 

Yet another criterion for my selection was for the series in point to have a 

general or international scope. Now despite the fact that the main portion of the 

compositions of all of these series selected by me come from North America and 

Western Europe, these series purport to be representative for electroacoustic and 

computer music in general. By contrast, there are other CDs bearing titles such as 

‘Electroacoustic music from Sweden’, ‘Musica Electroacustica Brasiliera’, ‘Columbia 

Princeton 1961-1973’ and likewise, or CDs clearly issued by national organisations 

like the Canadian Electroacoustic Community, the Sonic Arts Network of the UK, or 

the Dutch Producenten Elektronische Muziek, which are clearly regional15 and which 

therefore fell outside the scope of my selection.  

Although electroacoustic and computer music are genres unknown to the 

general audience, the area is vast and diverse. Of course, it is impossible to take into 

account all compositions, from all parts of the world and in all different sub-styles. 

Many compositions mentioned in older textbooks are simply not accessible. Many 

LPs are not re-released on CD. Some older CDs are no longer for sale. Some sampler 

releases only contain excerpts of compositions. For all of these reasons, the main part 

of my research as discussed in Chapter II, is based on the three CD series mentioned 

above, up to the year 2000. In the subsequent chapters, other music has been taken 

into account as well. 

                                                
15 Although the CEC and SAN do not always adhere to their nationality.  
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II.3 Locating gender 

 

But how to investigate gender patterns in electrovocal music, when studying 

compositions on CDs, and not people? What can be heard on the CDs and be deduced 

from the sleeve notes that relates to gender patterns? 

 The most obvious gender related pointers are the names of the composers. 

Often, the CD will also contain some biographical notes, sometimes a photograph of 

the composer. Usually, the gender of the composer can be inferred from this 

information on a CD, even where the first name of the composer is unknown or exotic 

to the observer. This information on gender does not only relate to the level of 

production, which is helpful to map out a gender structure or gender pattern of 

location, answering the question: ‘who did what?’ (Cockburn & Omrod 1993). In my 

view, the information on composers, performers and other producers in the sleeve 

notes also has a symbolic function. All these names and biographies tell a tale of a 

world of creators and experts of electroacoustic music, which may reasonably be 

assumed to have a bearing on the behaviour and thoughts of listeners, students and 

experts. These producing personae are intertwined with the music, and are not only an 

imprint of an existing gender pattern, but also belong to the level of gender 

symbolism, of representations and meanings. 

 Composers are not the only people mentioned in the sleeve notes. Pop music 

albums are often accompanied by long lists of names of co-creators, co-producers, 

performers, technicians, colleagues, friends and family (‘thank you to:’). The pop star, 

not the composer, has a prominent position; but the small print shows that the music 

is a co-production made by a team of co-workers. In contemporary art music far fewer 

people are mentioned. Here the composer is the principal figure. Of all the other 

people that in one way or another must have contributed to the release of the music, 

only the performers are consistently credited, as well as the authors of poems or other 

texts used in vocal music; with a technician, recording engineer, CD producer or 

writer of the sleeve notes being occasionally mentioned. My account of the symbolic, 

represented gender pattern of production in electroacoustic music with voice is based 

on such representations in the sleeve notes. 
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 Another level at which gender patterns can be perceived is the voice. Most 

voices sound as though they are produced by a man or a woman.16 In some instances, 

recorded vocal sounds are credited in the sleeve notes and can be gendered 

accordingly. Thus, in most cases, voice sounds seem to have a gender. The human 

voice, however, has a wide potential and can produce all kinds of uncommon sounds, 

which may not necessarily be recognized as either male or female. In addition, it is 

possible to manipulate or synthesize voice sounds with electronic means in such a 

way that these synthetic voices may sound somewhere between male and female, or 

human and non-human. Since the voice is one of the decisive pointers to classify the 

gender of a person, ambiguity on this point is perceived as a significant aberration. 

Inasmuch as most voices are recognizable as being either male or female, the question 

presents itself whether there are gender differences in the roles of these voices in 

electroacoustic and computer music. Do these voices sing, speak or vocalize in 

different ways? Do they utter different kinds of texts? Do they have different places 

and functions in the compositions? 

In this search for gender patterns amongst the recorded voices in the 

compositions of the CD series, I focussed on general qualities of these voices, such 

as: male, female, child(ren)’s voice(s), speaking, singing, verbal, non-verbal, or 

other.17 My observations are based on listening and on my subjective impression. 

Whether a voice sounds ‘male’ or ‘female’ is usually a holistic subjective impression, 

primarily based on timbre and pitch. When in doubt, I classified the voice as 

‘ambiguous’. My objective is to come to some general findings based on a substantial 

number of compositions. By referring to individual compositions, I aim to honour the 

notion that a composition is not a simple phenomenon or objectifiable fact, but a work 

of art, a cultural artefact that exists in relation to the observer/interpreter and in an 

                                                
16 The voice is considered a secondary sexual characteristic, but the origins of the differences between 
male and female voices come from both nature and nurture. Why do women’s voices sound different 
than men’s voices? This is caused by a complex of cultural and biological factors. And how do 
women’s voices sound different from men’s voices? Among the large amount of phonetic and 
linguistic literature on this topic, see: for an overview of various aspects, Graddol & Swann (1989); for 
phonetic differences between male and female speech, Simpson (2009), Tielen (1992).  
 
17 ‘Singing’ is the utterance of voice sounds resembling more or less an existing singing style. ‘Verbal’ 
or ‘non-verbal’ refers to the utterance of an existing language or words. ‘Speaking’ is the utterance of 
language/words with a speaking voice type. 
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intricate cultural context. For more subtle, intricate analyses, with different layers of 

interpretation, I refer to the subsequent chapters where the focus is on individual 

compositions.
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II.4 Counting composers 

 

On CDs 1–12 of the Computer Music Currents series, fifty-five compositions are 

published, composed between 1971 and 1990.18 Of these, two, both composed in 

1985, are by female composers, constituting four per cent of the total. Computer 

Music Currents 13 is a special edition, with seventeen short compositions from 1957–

1966, none of which are by a female composer. Thus, in the complete Computer 

Music Currents series, three per cent of the seventy-two compositions is composed by 

a woman.  

Of the 160 compositions on CDs 1–30 of the Computer Music Series of the 

Consortium to Distribute Computer Music, women composed eleven per cent.19 The 

compositions by male composers date from 1962 onwards; compositions by female 

composers date from 1986 onwards.  

Eight per cent of the 159 compositions on the CD volumes 1–14 of the 

Cultures Électroniques series (related to the Concours in Bourges) were composed by 

women.20 The compositions by male composers are dated from 1968 onwards; 

compositions by female composers are from 1978 onwards.  

The world of electroacoustic and computer music, as it is presented on these 

CD releases, is a world dominated by male composers. The number of compositions 

by female composers is less than fifteen percent21 – the region of ‘tokenism’,22 in 

                                                
18 When more than one year of composition was mentioned, for example ‘1981–1982’, or when a 
composition was revised later, for example ‘1978, rev. 1985’, I always took the last year as the year of 
composition. For compositions with two co-composers, I counted each as !; with four co-composers, 
each as ". 
 
19 On the CDCM CMS CDs 31–39, 17 % of the 58 compositions is composed by women. CD 36 is 
completely dedicated to the work of female composer Mara Helmuth. Remarkably, this CD is called 
MARA HELMUTH: SOUND COLLABORATIONS (CRC 2903), and for three of the six pieces, copyright is 
shared between Mara Helmuth and one of the performers; see Chapter VII and VIII for (co-)authorship 
and collaboration in relation to gender. 
 
20 On the Cultures Électroniques CDs 15–20, 9 % of the 54 compositions is composed by women. 
 
21 On the later CDCM CMS CDs 31–39, 17 % of the compositions are by female composers, thus 
slightly over 15 %. When these CDs are added to the rest of the CDCM CMS series, the number of 
compositions by female composers is 13 % of the 218 compositions. One may speculate that the 
number of women composers in the CDCM CMS series comes at the transitional level (10–40 %), and 
that this is related to the main orientation of this series on university studies of the USA. For an 
overview of women composers of electroacoustic music in the United States, see Hinkle-Turner 2006. 
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which female composers are an exception and their numbers are too small to form a 

group identity.23 The prevalence of male composers in the CD series is a reflection of 

the gender structure of the electroacoustic music world. However, it is not only a 

symptom of a status quo, but also projects an image of a male-dominated 

electroacoustic world – this appearance might seem unattractive to women, affirming 

                                                                                                                                      
22 A key publication on tokenism is Rosabeth Kanter’s Men and Women of the Corporation (1977). See 
also Allmendinger & Hackman: 1995. Thanks to William Osborne for drawing my attention to this. 
See: http://www.osborne-conant.org/tokenism.htm; http://www.osborne-
conant.org/email2/stuttgart.htm (last accessed April 2012). 
 
23 On Canadian CD releases, the number of international female composers comes at the transitional 
level (ten to forty per cent), enough to form a significant subgroup; the research of Canadian Andra 
McCartney shows indeed that Canadian women composers of electroacoustic music have a different 
approach than the mainstream (but since they don’t form a homogenous group, ‘difference identity’ 
might be a better label than ‘group identity’). So somehow the environment for women composers in 
electroacoustic music seems to be somewhat better in Canada than elsewere.  

Empreintes Digitales is a Canadian label issuing CDs with international electroacoustic music 
(http://www.empreintesdigitales.com/). Except for a sampler CD and two CDs with ‘Electroclips’, each 
CD release is devoted to one composer. Between 1990 and 2000, work by female composers was 
released on twelve per cent of these fifty-one CDs (counting a double CD as two). On the sampler CD 
EXCITATIONS (2000), twenty per cent of the excerpts are by female composers. ‘Electroclips’ are short 
pieces of about three minutes, commissioned by Empreintes Digitales. On the first CD, issued in 1990, 
eight per cent of these compositions are by women; in 1998, the second CD with Electroclips contains 
thirty-five per cent of pieces by female composers. Up to and including the year 2000, Empreintes 
Digitales published compositions of seventy-three composers; twenty-one per cent of these composers 
are women.  

Four double CD albums (DISCONTACT!, DISCONTACT! II, PRESENCE, PRESENCE II) of 
the Canadian Electroacoustic Community are compilations of (excerpts of) compositions of the 
international participants (http://cec.concordia.ca/). Seventeen per cent of the compositions on these 
CDs are by female composers. This contrasts with the compositions of the fourteen top scoring ‘young 
and emerging’ Canadian composers in CEC's Jeu de temps / Times Play competition on the CD 
compilation CACHE 2000: one of these is by a woman. 

Several explicitly regional CDs do not show a more equal gender distribution. Some 
examples: On the double CD ELECTRO-ACOUSTIC MUSIC FROM SWEDEN (Phono Suecia PS CD 41, 1 
and 2, produced by STIM, the Swedish Performing Rights Society, Stockholm, Sweden, 1988), all 
sixteen compositions are authored by men, none by women. One composition of eight compositions on 
the CD MÚSICA ELECTROACÚSTICA DE COMPOSITORES LATINOAMERICANOS (Leonardo Music Journal 
CD Series Volume 4, 1995, MIT Press Journals, Cambridge, MA, USA) is by a female composer. On 
the CD ELECTRO-ACOUSTIC MUSIC FROM THE NETHERLANDS 2000 (PEM CD 1, released with the 
former Gaudeamus Foundation in Amsterdam), with twenty-nine short pieces by members of the 
association of Dutch producers of electronic music PEM, nine per cent of the pieces are authored by 
women. 

An interesting exception to the predominance of male composers is the series Radius, with 
four albums of ‘transmissions from broadcast artists’ created between 1986 and 1994 (What Next 
Recordings; WN0013, WN0014, WN0018, WN0019). The label is based in the USA; the authors come 
from Canada and the USA. Of the fourteen pieces, six were by women, seven by men, and one by an 
ungendered ‘they’: ‘Algojo) (Algojo’ (which is in fact a pseudonym for Eric Letourneau, but nothing 
on this CD points to that). This is an almost equal gender distribution. Note that these CD releases are 
not named ‘electroacoustic music’ or ‘computer music’, not even ‘music’ (although some authors are 
known as composers of electroacoustic music). One might speculate that this is related to the 
seemingly higher number of women participating in the visual digital arts. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

II Bodies of Evidence 
 

58 

that music technology is at odds with femininity, which probably does not encourage 

women to aspire a career as electroacoustic composer, thereby perpetuating itself (see 

Chapter VIII, Green 1997). 
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II.5 Counting vocalists 

 

As we have seen, composers of electroacoustic and computer music are 

predominantly male. But what about vocalists? One kind of electrovocal music 

consists of compositions for a vocalist, who is performing live from a score, and tape 

or other electronics. Several recordings of such performances are found on the CD 

series under investigation. The composer and the performing vocalist are always 

credited. What is the gender distribution with regard to vocalists performing this kind 

of electro-vocal compositions? 

 In the Computer Music Currents series there are three compositions for 

soprano and tape,24 one for (female) contralto, boys' choir, boys' choir soloists, 

instruments and electronics, one for mixed chamber choir and computer synthesized 

sounds on tape, and no compositions for male vocalist and tape/electronics. The vocal 

parts are in a Western twentieth-century extended classical style, with lots of 

melisma, vocalise and high notes for the soprano soloists. 

 In the Computer Music Series of the Consortium to Distribute Computer 

Music 1–30, there are twelve compositions for female vocalist (mostly soprano) and 

tape or live electronics (sometimes in combination with acoustic instruments).25 Here 

also, the vocal parts are predominantly in a Western twentieth-century extended 

classical style.26 There is some variation, however: in Neil B. Rolnick's Vocal Chords 

(CDCM7), the singing style is jazz scat vocals. What most of these female vocal parts 

have in common is a substantial amount of non-verbal singing.27 Only in two pieces 

                                                
24 One of these compositions, Richard Karpen's Il Nome, is released on COMPUTER MUSIC CURRENTS 7 
as well as on CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 4, both performed by Judith Bettina.  

The other two compositions, L'autre face (1983), for soprano and computer-generated tape, by 
Jean-Claude Risset and Anima (1984), for soprano (alt. altoflute) and computer generated tape, by Lars 
Gunnar Bodin, are discussed in Chapter III en IV, respectively. 

 
25 One of these, Larry Austin’s La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The Music (1991), for voice and 
computer music on tape, is discussed in Chapter VII. 
 
26 Larry Austin's Variations... beyond Pierrot, being based on Arnold Schönberg's Pierrot Lunaire 
(CDCM28), contains a lot of Sprechgesang. I take this as Western twentieth-century extended classical 
vocal style. 
 
27 The soprano part in Jonathan Berger’s Dyptich (CDCM8) is not melismatic; the words are sung 
clearly, in a classical singing style. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

II Bodies of Evidence 
 

60 

on volume 3028 some distorted female and male speaking voices may be perceived, 

with no singing. In one of the three compositions composed by a woman, Julie 

Kabat's Child and the Moon-Tree for vocalist & electronics (CDCM7), the female 

composer figures also as the vocalist, whereas in many other compositions the male 

composer performs the electronics. There are four pieces with a male vocalist and 

tape or live electronics, but, notably, the male voices are not singing but speaking. In 

Help Me Remember (CDCM14), it is the composer Rodney Waschka II himself who 

performs all parts: voice, tape and computer music system. The vocal part consists of 

a large amount of spoken text with a political meaning. Michael Holloway performs 

the vocal part of Salvatore Martirano's L's G.A. (CDCM22), ‘for gassed-masked 

politico, helium bomb and two-channel tape recorder’. Some of the text in this piece 

is poetry by Michael Holloway. Again, the male voice consists mainly of speaking 

text (although distorted) and other non-singing vocal sounds, with a political meaning, 

while the male vocalist features also as author.  

 In the Cultures Électroniques series 1–14, five compositions for female 

vocalist and tape have been released. All vocal parts are for (mezzo-)soprano and 

sung with Western classical vocal technique, high, melismatic, with some coloratura. 

Some have Sprechgesang and a little bit of spoken text – a Western twentieth-century 

extended classical style. There are no compositions for male vocalist and tape in this 

series. 

These CD series show a strong pattern with regard to compositions for live 

vocalist and electronics: there are no compositions for singing male vocalist and 

electronics, while the female vocal parts have a substantial amount of non-verbal 

singing. These findings are consistent with the impression I had based on the many 

compositions I have heard outside these CD series, whether via CD or in concert. 

There are many compositions for female singer (mostly soprano) and tape or 

electronics, in which non-verbal singing constitutes a substantial element of the live 

                                                
28 David Roosenboom – Music from – On Being Invisible II (Hypatia Speaks to Jefferson in a dream); 
Morton Subotnick – It Begins... 
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female vocal parts. Very few pieces for male vocalist and tape or electronics exist; 

and where they do, the male vocalist is mostly speaking, not singing.29 

                                                
29 Some compositions for male singer(s) and electronics are for example the music theatre works 
Powers of Two: The Artist (1995), for two singers, dancer, video tape and eight digital soundtracks, and 
Thou and I (2003), for tenor, baritone and tape, by Barry Truax, in which the male singers actually 
really sing with a Western classical singing voice. Significantly, these are music theatre works rather 
than concert pieces. Not coincidentally, Truax is clearly interested in gender and gay issues, as his 
publication in the Organised Sound 8/1 (2003) issue on gender and music technology testifies. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

II Bodies of Evidence 
 

62 

II.6 Recorded voices 

 

Compositions for live performing vocalist and sound tracks (‘tape’) or electronics, are 

but one form of electro-vocal music. Many electroacoustic compositions contain pre-

recorded, manipulated and (re)synthesized voices on ‘tape’ (or other audio storage 

medium) or as samples to be used with live electronics. What about these voices? 

Sometimes the source of these voices is credited, and on that basis can easily be 

assigned a gender. Even synthesized – non-human – voices often sound gendered. 

However, some vocal sounds are ambiguous and sound neither masculine nor 

feminine. Some synthetic sounds have a more or less voice-like quality, without being 

clearly recognisable as vocal sound. Models inspired by the voice are used to analyse 

and synthesize electronic sounds, for example in IRCAM’s program Chant and in 

Werner Kaegi’s VOSIM; in the early days of electronic music, theories and 

equipment from the science of phonetics were used for producing electronic music 

(Ungeheuer 1992).30 Sometimes this results in more or less voice-like qualities, as 

with the use of formants. 

When listening to the pre-recorded, manipulated and synthetic voices on the 

Computer Music Currents series, much more diversity appears compared to the 

prevalence of live singing female vocalists mentioned in the previous subsection. On 

nine compositions, pre-recorded or synthesized male voices can be heard; on eight 

compositions, similar female voices. Moreover, there is one composition with a pre-

recorded boy’s voice and another one with children’s laughter and a speaking choir of 

children’s voices. The amounts of pre-recorded male and female voices that sing and 

speak, are almost equal. An exception is that four male voices utter non-verbal sounds 

while not singing, while none of the female voices are doing this without singing too. 

Does this more or less equal gender distribution of the recorded voices mean that 

there is gender equality in the use of pre-recorded or synthesized voice sounds? 

When taking the individual compositions into account, gender differences 

become clearer. All pre-recorded female singing parts are sung by professional 

                                                
30 Phonetic theories and models are mainly based on the male voice (Simpson 2009). 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

II Bodies of Evidence 
 

63 

vocalists in a Western classical vocal style for these compositions specifically.31 The 

male pre-recorded singing voices are different. In Alain Savouret’s Don Quixotte 

Corporation (CMC1), a male falsetto that does not sound like a classically trained 

voice sings theatrically; it is a persona in this programmatic composition. In François 

Bayle’s Le Sommeil d’Euclide (CMC3) some singing voices are part of a soundscape 

from an Indian village. In Charles Dodge’s Any Resemblance is Purely Coincidental 

(CMC11) an already existing, famous historical recording of Enrico Caruso is used, 

with a highly symbolic value. In Max V. Mathews’s Bicycle Built for Two32 

(CMC13), the singing voice is artificially synthesized with a computer and sounds 

like a male voice. In Roger Reynolds’ The Vanity of Words (CMC4), the speaking and 

singing voice is Philip Larson’s bass-baritone. He delivers some wordless sung 

phrases (mainly heard in the background of the composition; Larson’s reading of 

Milan Kundera’s text has a more prominent place in the composition). This is the only 

composition in which the use of the male singing voice resembles the use of the 

female singing voices in other tape compositions.  

In the CDs of the Computer Music Series of the Consortium to Distribute 

Computer Music, there are also many pre-recorded male voices: some thirty-one 

compositions with pre-recorded or synthesized male voices and sixteen compositions 

with disembodied female voices. Most of these gendered voices sound as a speaking 

voice type (with or without text), but there are also pre-recorded singing voices and 

other vocal sounds. Of some other voices, the gender is indeterminable; most of these 

indeterminate voices are neither speaking nor singing voices, but consist of other 

vocal sounds like guttural clicks, or synthetic sounds with an indeterminate vocal 

quality. The most striking gender difference in the use of pre-recorded voices in the 

CDCM series is the prevalence of male pre-recorded voices: there are more than twice 

                                                
31 David Evan Jones’ Scritto (Catherine De Boer, CMC4), Michel Decoust’s Interphone (Irène Jarsky, 
CMC4), Richard Karpen’s Il Nome (Judith Bettina, CMC7), and James Randall’s Mudgett, 
Monologues for a Mass Murderer (CMC13). 
 
32 This popular song was written by Harry Dacre in 1892 and named Daisy Bell. The computer 
synthesis of the vocal part was done by John Kelly and Carol Lochbaum at Bell Telephone 
Laboratories (physical modeling synthesis, Roads 1996: 267); Max Mathews made the synthetic 
‘piano’ accompaniment and is the arranger of this song (1961). Remarkably, although a collaborative 
effort with multiple authors, the computer song is often presented as Max Mathews’, like on this 
Wergo CMC13 CD. 
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as many compositions with pre-recorded male than with pre-recorded female voices; 

but for each gender, the distribution of vocal types (singing, speaking, other vocal 

sounds) is approximately the same.  

However, it is remarkable that most of the pre-recorded male singing voices 

are not from the modern-classical Western art music tradition, but are sampled 

recordings from other musical cultures.33 Moreover, some male singing voices are 

‘computer voices’ modelled on and sounding like a male voice.34 Thus, the pre-

recorded male singing voices are ‘Others’: either from other cultures than the Western 

art music world, or non-human, artificially generated computer voices. The pre-

recorded female singing voices show not such a prominent tendency: these voices 

consist of some classical singing,35 some traditional non-Western singing,36 and some 

other ways of singing.37 A ‘choir’ of – as it were – ‘singing’ computer voices of 

mixed gender is found in Paul Lansky’s just-more-idle-chatter (CDCM5). 

In the Cultures Électroniques series, the gender distribution of the pre-

recorded voices seems roughly equal: forty compositions with pre-recorded male 

voices and forty compositions with pre-recorded female voices, with almost equal 

numbers of compositions with speaking voices, text, and other voice sounds of each 

gender. Thirteen compositions contain pre-recorded male singing voices, eighteen 

compositions pre-recorded female singing voices. There are forty-four compositions 

                                                
33 For example, blues in Andrew Milburn’s Elmore (CDCM5) and Neil B. Rolnick ‘s A Robert Johnson 
Sampler (CDCM7), Cuban song in Jon Appleton’s Homenaje a Milanés (CDCM11), a South-
American folk singer in Ricardo Dal Farra’s Tierra y Sol (CDCM25), and the voices of chanting 
Tibetan monks, Japanese shamans and African natives in Mark Wingate’s Ode to the South-Facing 
Form (CDCM20). A few non-Western male singing voices are also heard in Julie Kabat’s Child and 
the Moon-tree (the singing of a Mongolian shepherd and the speaking-singing male voices of the 
Japanese Noh theater, CDCM 7) and Bischoff/Brown/Erbe/Payne’s CCM Flotsam (CDCM 17). 
 
34 As in Larry Austin’s Max Mathews Episode (CDCM15), in Charles Dodge’s In Celebration 
(CDCM18) and in Richard Karpen’s Denouement (CDCM12). Max V. Mathews’ computer voice 
arrangement of Bicycle Built for Two is released on Wergo Computer Music Currents volume 13. 
 
35 As in Michael Matthews’ In Emptiness, Over Emptiness (CDCM25) and Yu-Chung Tseng’s A Little 
Ying-Yang (CDCM27). 
 
36 As in Bischoff/Brown/Erbe/Payne’s CCM Flotsam (CDCM17). 
 
37 As in Larry Austin’s La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The Music (CDCM13) and Judith Shatin’s 
Three Summers Heat (CDCM29). 
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with ambiguously gendered voice sounds, and ten compositions with pre-recorded 

children’s voices.  

Remarkable, however, are eleven compositions with pre-recorded female 

voices singing high and non-verbal vocals in a Western classical vocal style,38 

whereas only in James Aikman and Armando Tranquilino’s Tragoida / Komoidia 

(CE3p) some wordless Western-classical singing by a pre-recorded male voice is 

perceived. There are two compositions in which male singing voices from other 

cultures than the Western art music tradition are of central importance: tango in Pablo 

Cetta’s …Que me hiciste mal… (CE8) and flamenco in Mario Verandi’s Figuras 

Flamencas (CE9p); and one such composition with a female voice: Beatriz Ferreyra’s 

Echos (CE14), with Argentinian and Brazilian popular songs sung by Mercedes 

Cornu. Singing male voices are also heard in citations of recordings with a strong 

symbolic cultural meaning (historical recordings and popular song).39 Remarkable 

also are the many compositions in which a female voice delivers a poem or other 

stylized, written text.40 A smaller number of recorded male voices deliver such texts.41 

Recorded speaking male voices are mostly speaking in a free style and are often 
                                                
38 For example, in Francis Dhomont’s Chiaroscuro… ou les yeux d’ambiguité (CE3m), James Aikman 
and Armando Tranquilino’s Tragoida / Komoidia (CE3p), Richard Karpen’s Il Nome (CE4), Eugeniusz 
Rudnik’s Mobile (CE5), Åke Parmerud’s Alias (CE6p), Erik Mikael Karlsson’s La Disparition de 
l’azur (CE7), Erik Mikael Karlsson and Jens Hedman’s Anchorings / Arrows (CE7), Joseph Hyde’s 
Songlines (CE8), Lars Gunnar Bodin’s For Jon: Fragments of a time to come (CE9m), Mathew 
Adkins’s Pagan Circus (CE10) and Jean-Claude Risset’s Invisible (CE11m). 
 
39 Historical recordings and popular song are found in Maikäfer Flieg by Lothar Voigtlaender (CE3p), 
Andere die Welt, Sie braucht es by Wilhelm Zobl (CE6m), Klang, Kar and Melodie by Mark Wingate 
(CE9p) and Ys by Yves Coffy (CE12); a female singing voice with such a function is found in Lothar 
Voigtlaender’s Maikäfer Flieg (CE3p). 
 
40 Like in Georg Katzer’s La Mécanique et les Agents de l’Erosion with an un-named female voice 
reading text from a dictionary (CE2), Dieter Kaufmann’s Le Voyage au Paradis with text from Robert 
Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften read by Gunda König (CE3m), Ricardo Mandolini’s 
Microrreflexiones with Paul Elouard’s ‘La Phoenix’ read by Anne Gilbert (CE3p), Francisco Kröpfl’s 
Orillas with Rodolfo Alonso’s ‘Orillas’ read by Lucia Maranca (CE4), Eduardo Polonio’s ChC with 
text from Plato’s Phaedre (CE8), Love Mangs’ We, we the waves: an acoustic poem with August 
Strindberg’s ‘Vagorna Sjunga’ read by Helena Boström (CE11p), Lars Gunnar Bodin’s For Jon: 
Fragments of a time to come (CE9m) and Philippe Blanchard’s Casimir with the voice of Viola 
Kramer (CE12). 
 
41 As in Ton Bruynèl’s Chicharras with a Spanish translation of a poem by Bert Schierbeek read by 
Lino Calle de Segovia (CE11p), Daniel Zimbaldo’s Cartas desde el real hospital de lunaticos with text 
from ‘Mrs. Caldwell habla con su hijo’ by Camilo José Cela (CE9p), Justice Olsson’s Up! with the 
voice of the composer (CE6p) and José Halac’s The breaking of the scream with a poem by Pablo 
Anadon performed by the composer (CE14). 
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found objects42 (like radio and television broadcasts,43 political speeches44 or 

environmental recordings), or uttered by the composer45 or by a culturally significant 

person.46 

All in all, in the CD series under investigation, the gender distribution of the 

pre-recorded voices is much more equal compared to the use of live voices, and the 

use of pre-recorded voices is much more varied than the use of live voices in this 

genre. Moreover, pre-recorded voices are often manipulated, sometimes dissolving or 

bending the gender of the voice. However, some gender patterns do appear. Pre-

recorded female voices often sing in a Western extended classical vocal style. Pre-

recorded male singing voices are mostly different from the Western classical vocal 

type; and there are some singing ‘male’ computer voices. Thus, male singing voices 

are the voices of ‘Others’. Also, there is a tendency that pre-recorded male speaking 

voices quite often are the voice of the composer or poet, or of another culturally 

significant person, or sampled from radio, television or recordings. Pre-recorded 

female speaking voices are often by vocalists or singers who perform a text by 

someone else, specifically for the production of the composition. Like in the mixed 

genre for vocalist and electronics but somewhat less clear, in pre-recorded electronic 

music (‘tape music’) a gender pattern of location is reflected: composers are far more 

often male than female, but women are prominently involved in the production as 

vocalist, whether performing in a concert or in a studio during the production process.  

                                                
42 Sounds as ‘found objects’ in a most literal sense are composed in Josh Levine’s Tel, which is made 
from tape fragments found in the studio’s wastebasket (CE2). 
 
43 E.g., Mobile by Eugeniusz Rudnik (CE5). 
 
44 E.g., Andere die Welt, Sie braucht es by Wilhelm Zobl (CE6m). 
 
45 E.g., Le Ciel et la Terre by Dieter Kaufmann (CE3p), Mr Frankenstein’s Babies by Klaus Röder 
(CE11p), Hershe tube rundown by Michael Jude Bergeman (CE12) and The breaking of the scream by 
José Halac (CE14). 
 
46 Art historian William S. Hechkscher in Alicyn Warren’s Longing for the Light (CE6), composer John 
Cage in Joseph L. Anderson’s ChAnGE’S MUSIC (CE10) and artist Salvador Dali in Jonas Broberg’s 
Conversation in Cadaqués (CE11p). 
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II.7 A gender pattern 

  

A musical partnership of a male composer and a female vocalist is typical of 

electroacoustic music. This stereotype associates woman to body, performance, 

tradition, non-verbal sound and singing, and man to electronic music technology, 

innovation, language and authority. This is also a pattern found in popular forms of 

electronic music, such as house or dance music, see for example Bradby (1993). It 

resonates with the tendency in contemporary Western culture to associate singing 

with women, not with men (Cusick 1999b),47 while technology is seen as a man’s 

world (Benston 1988). More generally, it reflects the dualistic opposition of 

masculinity versus femininity and mind versus body that is so prevalent in Western 

culture. 

                                                
47 Simply summarized as: ‘in contemporary Euro-American culture, most adult women sing and most 
adult men do not’ (Cusick 1999b: 33). 
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III 

 

SINGING BODIES AND STUTTERING CYBORGS1 
 

 

The gendered voices in electroacoustic music are not only an effect of gendered 

production processes, but also have symbolic significance. How do they relate to 

other cultural phenomena? How could we interpret these voices? In this chapter, some 

issues are discussed that relate to the gender patterns found in Chapter II. These issues 

are more extensively dealt with in the following chapters. This chapter is both an 

illustration of some issues that lurk behind the patterns of Chapter II, and an appetizer 

for the next chapters. Several compositions from the three CD series serve as 

examples as well as other compositions (in the form of CD recordings, scores and/or 

performances) and films.  

                                                
1 Chapter III is a revised and extended version of the second part of: Hannah Bosma, ‘Bodies of 
evidence, singing cyborgs and other gender issues in electrovocal music’, Organised Sound, Volume 
8(1), pp 5–17, (2003) © Cambridge University Press, reproduced with permission. 
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III.1 Embodied voices 

 

Kaja Silverman (1988) found in classic Hollywood cinema a link between the female 

voice, the body and powerlessness, while the male voice was more frequently 

disembodied and powerful. The powerlessness of female film characters plays on 

different levels. It appears in the story, where women are often confined, shut up in 

small rooms or threatened with death. This weak position is coupled with the female 

cry, the scream of fear or death – the non-verbal expression of powerlessness. 

Furthermore, Silverman states that, thanks to synchronisation, the female voice in 

classic Hollywood film is always attached to an image of a female body. 

The ‘voice-over’, a voice that speaks without having a physical persona in the 

film, is reserved for the male voice. The voice-over has a special status, which can be 

compared to the voice of God: the voice-over speaks from a superior position and 

knows more than the characters in the film, and is usually male. Such a male ‘voice of 

authority’ often also speaks in documentaries and radio and television ads.2 Michel 

Chion (1999 [1982]) calls the bodiless voice in cinema an acousmêtre, a powerful 

master who can only be heard and who often sees and knows all.  

Embodiment makes the voice belong to a living, mortal, vulnerable, human 

being. Moreover, the visibility of the body establishes a safe distance for the listener-

viewer from the elusiveness and intrusiveness of the voice by localising it.3 Women in 

classic cinema are closely related to the body, to a lack of power and to a lack of 

language: the ultimate form is the scream of death. As Chion (1999 [1982]) notes, 

                                                
2 In a 1991 study of ten Vancouver radio stations, the spoken male voice was overwhelmingly 
dominant in over 75% of the ads, while only 11.3 % of the ads consisted of a female speaking voice; 
the male-female voice combination occurred in 11.5 % of the ads (Truax 2001: 197). 
 
3 As Mladen Dolar states: 
 

[The] power of the voice stems from the fact that it is so hard to keep it at bay – it hits us from the inside, it 
pours directly into the interior, without protection. The ears have no lid, as Lacan never tires of repeating; 
they cannot be closed, one is constantly exposed, no distance from sound can be maintained. There is a 
stark opposition between the visible and the audible: the visible world presents relative stability, 
permanence, distinctiveness, and a location at a distance; the audible presents fluidity, passing, a certain 
inchoate, amorphous character, and a lack of distance. The voice is elusive, always changing, becoming, 
elapsing, with unclear contours, as opposed to the relative permanence, solidity, durability of the seen. [...] 
It deprives us of distance and autonomy. If we want to localize it, to establish a safety [sic] distance from 
it, we need to use the visible as the reference. The visible can establish the distance, the nature, and the 
source of the voice, and thus neutralize it. The acousmatic voice is so powerful because it cannot be 
neutralized with the framework of the visible [...]. (Dolar 2006: 79) 
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male personae sometimes scream too, but with an animal, territorial, structuring 

scream of power. 

Joke Dame (1994) notes that Michel Poizat (1992 [1986]) found a similar 

pattern in nineteenth-century opera. According to Poizat the scream of the female 

character in opera is central to the jouissance vocale of the male opera lover. This 

scream, often a scream of death, is formed by the soprano's high, wordless singing. 

Cathérine Clément (1988) described how the female protagonists in libretti from well-

known nineteenth-century operas usually die. Especially the soprano’s operatic 

personae are victims; Clément (2000) offers a list: 
 
Humiliated, hunted, driven mad, burnt alive, buried alive, stabbed, committing suicide 
– Violetta, Sieglinde, Lucia, Brünnhilde, Aida, Norma, Mélisande, Liù, Butterfly, 
Isolde, Lulu, and so many others... All sopranos, and all victims. (Clément 2000: 22) 
 

Poizat shows that throughout the history of opera, women's arias have become 

steadily higher; and at high tones the words become unintelligible. Through 

melismatic singing and coloratura the word is fragmented into sound. For male 

operatic roles, however, there has been an increase in spoken language.4 ‘In this 

evolution, the [female singer] is tending to disappear as a subject and become purely a 

voice, simply an objet-voix’ (Dame 1994: 153).  

Poizat argues that, for the typical opera lover,5 this musical cry is a vocal 

object:6 it is ‘pure sound’, an autonomous object detached from the body, trans-

gressive and beyond language. In that sense, it might resemble abstract vocal sounds 

in computer and electroacoustic music, as in Elzbieta Sikora’s La tête d’Orphée / 

                                                
4 One of the examples Poizat gives is the 1985 Paris production of Konrad Boehmer’s Doktor Faustus, 
where male characters perform mostly parlando or Spechgesang, and singing is mostly done by the 
female character Maria (Poziat 1992: 139). 
 
5 In his book The Angel’s Cry, Poizat describes his interviews with several opera lovers who stood in 
line a whole night (25 January 1985) to get tickets for the opera (Poizat 1992: 8-28, 209-212). The rest 
of the book is a theoretical and music-historical research of this fascination for the ‘musical cry’ and its 
jouissance. 
 
6 Contrary to Poizat’s standpoint, but within a similar Lacanian theoretical context, Mladen Dolar 
argues that singing turns the voice into a fetish object, and is therefore antithetic to the vocal object: 
 

Yet singing, by focusing on the voice, actually runs the risk of losing the very thing it tries to worship and 
revere: it turns it into a fetish object – we could say the highest rampart, the most formidable wall against 
the voice. (Dolar 2006: 30) 
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Orpheus Head (1981, on CE13),7 in which a female scream merges with synthetic 

sounds. But for Poizat, the liveness of the musical cry is essential. ‘However 

advanced the technology is now or may become, what the opera lover ultimately 

preserves in the precious recordings of his idolized diva is a degraded residue’ (Poizat 

1992 [1986]: 95).  

So in opera the female voice is also related to the cry and to non-verbal vocals. 

Furthermore, although the high non-verbal operatic singing voice may seem detached 

from the body, the bodily presence of the singer is in fact very important: the ultimate 

disembodied voice, i.e. a recording, is not the real thing for the opera lover. The 

paradoxical combination of seemingly pure, abstract vocal sound and its production 

by a bodily present vocalist is at the core of the fascination for the operatic voice.8  

 There is a parallel between these gender patterns in film and opera and the 

gender pattern in electro-vocal music: in all these genres there are many embodied 

female voices uttering non-verbal sounds. Linking women to their bodies is a cultural 

stereotype. A remarkable example of an explicit use of this stereotype is Zoltan 

Pongracz’ Mariphonia (1972, on CE5), a tape composition based on the non-verbal 

sounds and the physical dimensions of his wife’s body.  

In the narratives of opera and film, the voice and the female body are linked 

with powerlessness. But is therefore the live embodied singer herself powerless? 

Carolyn Abbate (1993) argues that singers have power because of their impressive 

bodily presence on the stage. A performer, ‘“making” music’ (or ‘“creating’ a role”’) is 

                                                
7 Elaborating on Monteverdi’s L’Orpheo, Carolyn Abbate suggests we consider Orpheus’ decapitated 
head as a prototype of electronic sound transmission:  

 
How do you engineer musical sound detached from the body and sent away, as loud elsewhere as when it 
left the body? With the poetic resources of 1607, you can imply it with an echo; centuries later you can do 
it with a loudspeaker relay and lots of copper wire. You can also do it with literal detachment and a 
butcher’s knife, when you dismember Orpheus and toss his singing head into a river. (Abbate 2001: 28) 
 

Strangely, Abbate does not invoke wireless technology, such as radio. 
 The sleeve notes of Orpheus’ Head refer to the turning of Orpheus’ head when he looks 
backwards to Euridice while they are ascending from the underworld. By this turn of his head, Orpheus 
loses Euridice again. A reference is also made to the violent death of Orpheus later on, when he is torn 
to pieces by the Maenads. No reference is made to Orpheus’ decapitated head, that floated down the 
river, still singing, to the sea and to the island Lesbos. 
 
8 Mladen Dolar points out that the source of a voice can never be seen completely: the voice is 
produced in the bodily interior. Moreover, the voice separates itself from the body, spreads around and 
resonates inside and out. The voice is at the same time bodily and ephemeral, interior and exterior 
(Dolar 2006: 70–71). 
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a ‘second author’, ‘who completes the work in her (or his) own interpretation’ (234–

235), and on whom the composer is dependent.9 

Abbate (1993) spends only a few words on electronic sound technology, in a 

negative way: ‘operatic performances are in fact exaggeratedly pure in their liveness, 

since no technology (amplification) is supposed ever to interfere’ (Abbate 1993: 234).10 

The star singer in Jean-Jacques Beineix’ film Diva (1981) impersonates a similar idea. 

She considers the recording of her voice a threat to its essence: ‘liveness’.  

But what is the position of the female singer in live performance of 

electroacoustic music? What does ‘power’ mean in that situation? And how does this 

relate to embodiment? 

                                                
9 See Chapter VII for further discussion of Abbate (1993) and for other issues of authorship in relation to 
the female voice. 
 
10 Abbate uses the term ‘technology’ in a narrow way as ‘electronic apparatus’ or ‘high tech’. Gender 
and technology studies criticize such a concept of technology as excluding women, and shift the 
attention from high tech pieces of apparatus and their inventors to ‘women’s sphere’ technologies and 
to the practices of production and consumption (Wajcman 1991). 
 Likewise, it is possible to consider operatic singing, architecture and acoustics as technology. An 
important goal of these technologies of opera is amplification. Vocal amplification of the higher formant 
frequencies (the ‘singer’s formant’) causes the singers to be heard above the orchestra (Sundberg 1987). 
This requires a specific singing technique and intensive training. The operatic voice is very artificial. The 
necessity for opera singers to be heard in a large hall above an orchestra without electronic amplification, is 
in my opinion often at the expense of the ‘liveness’ of the sound: a lot of timbres and voice types cannot be 
used and a lot of vocal details cannot be heard. 
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III.2 Singer and tape 

 

Sometimes live performances of compositions for singer and tape give the impression 

that the singer is confined by the rigidity of the sound track and that the singer has to 

work extremely hard to produce the right notes at the right time.11 Some of the 

freedom in timing that a singer has when performing with piano or orchestra is gone: 

the pianist or the conductor is able to adapt to the singer, but the tape isn’t.12 In 

addition, the electronically created sounds may swamp the voice of the female 

singer.13 

On the other hand, a female singer performing live often makes a powerful 

impression with the sound of her voice, her vocal virtuosity and her physical 

presence. She is not only performing the composer’s work, but is interpreting and 

creating, and is responsible for the music. When performers know the tape part well, 

they often have developed a very precise feeling for the timing. Some performers like 

the predictability of the pre-recorded sound tracks. 

In the performance of compositions for female singer and tape, both options 

are possible. Janice Jackson's performance of Jean-Claude Risset’s L'autre face 

(1983) at De IJsbreker in Amsterdam on 15 December 1994 differed markedly from 

her earlier performance of the work at De Kikker in Utrecht on 19 October 1994. In 
                                                
11 See also Oskamp (2011: 40–43) about the confinement of the strict rhythmic tape part in the 
compositions of Jacob ter Veldhuis and others. 
 
12 At a discussion during the Feminist Theory and Music 4 conference in Charlottesville, University of 
Virginia 1997, vocalist Kristin Norderval remarked that for her the greatest difficulty in performing 
with tape is the rigid timing.  

The use of live electronics does not present this problem when the electronics are live 
triggered or improvised by the performer(s). Moreover, the use of computer hard disk play back of a 
tape part may offer a solution by dividing the tape into parts that can be triggered by the vocalist or by 
the technician. 

Simon Emmerson is quite negative about the combination of live musician with fixed sound 
tracks (‘tape’):  

 
It is quite possible that mixed electroacoustic music (as it has been constituted to date) will disappear. The 
fixed nature of the electroacoustic part means that in many cases – unless the composer does not consider 
synchronization of live and tape important – the tape part is a dictatorial and perfect metronome (beating 
clock time). Especially when cause-effect relationships are to be ‘created’ through live–tape coordination 
such split second timing is essential. While some latitude could be built in through multiple cues, there is a 
feeling amongst many performers that the medium itself is inappropriate for the flexibility demanded by 
different acoustics, venues, audiences and other musical variables. [...] The derogation of time to an 
external and inflexible authority is a fundamental flaw in mixed music. (Emmerson 2007: 108) 
 

13 As in Arthur Sauer’s Parallel cases from under the peartree (1993) for soprano, computer and 
synthesizer, performed by Jannie Pranger, November 6, 1993 at De IJsbreker in Amsterdam. 
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Amsterdam, she gave a short introduction to her performance by explaining what the 

work meant for her (rather than by outlining what the composer had in mind). In this 

way she positioned herself as a subject, a discursive and creative authority. She called 

the piece a sound sculpture and compared it to a river that always changes colour; 

whereas composer Risset indicated in the programme notes that this composition is 

lyrical and expressive. Jackson’s performance impressed me as introverted and 

concentrated, with varying timbre, often soft, as it were a sound painting. The tape 

part seemed to function as a source of inspiration for the interpretation and 

performance of the vocalist. However, the earlier performance by Janice Jackson of 

the same composition sounded to me more like a vocalise, ‘a lot of notes’, with the 

tape as a confining structure.14  

Landy (2007) distinguishes between ‘note-based’ and ‘sound-based’ music. 

‘Note’ stands for the use of a grid of discrete pitches (whether tonal, atonal or modal) 

and of time durations (beat/rhythm) as symbolized by traditional Western music 

notation; this is called ‘lattice-based music’ by Trevor Wishart (1985: 5–20). ‘Sound’ 

refers to different (uses of) sounds, with a focus on timbre. ‘[T]he term sound-based 

music typically designates the art form in which the sound, that is, not the musical 

note, is its basic unit.’ (Landy 2007: 17) These terms seem to designate characteristics 

of musical works, of composer’s products, in the first place. However, the different 

performances of L’autre face suggest that the classification of note- vs. sound-based 

music may relate to the interpretative work of performers as well. The score and the 

tape part of L’autre face15 have features of both note-based and sound-based music. 

The score does contain a lot of notes, but also many instructions for vocal timbres 

such as quasi parlando, inhaled sounds, multiphonics and harmonic singing, as well 

as instructions for continuous, subtle changes of pitch or timbre, thus against the 

lattice of the 12-tone grid. (See ex. III–1; score L’autre face p. 1.) As electroacoustic 

music, the tape part can be considered sound-based music. The importance of timbre 

affirms this. However, the tape part contains many clearly recognisable pitches and 

                                                
14 Released on CD are recordings of L’autre face performed by Irène Jarsky (on CMC7) and by Maria 
Tegzes (on ELECTRO ACOUSTIC MUSIC 1, Neuma CD450-73, 1990). 
 
15 I thank Jean-Claude Risset for sending me the score and tape part of L’autre face and of other 
compositions. For the composition L’autre face, Jean-Claude Risset selected the poem ‘L'autre face’ 
from the book of poetry Le Silenciaire by Roger Kowalski, Editions Guy Chambelland, Paris 1961. 
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separate sounds, some clearly related to Western classical instrumental sounds. 

Whether L’autre face is considered note- or sound-based may depend on the 

interpretation of the performer as well as of the listener. 

Another example of a composition for soprano and tape is Milton Babbitt’s 

Phonemena (1969–70).16 It is a virtuosic piece: dazzlingly fast, rhythmically complex 

and with large intervals; but it sounds playful. Judith Bettina calls it a ‘bubbly’ piece 

and compares her interaction with the tape to playing a game. However, studying the 

piece was an incredible amount of work: she started by doing it at half speed and it 

took her hours to get one measure synchronized (Packer 1986: 112–4). Thus, on the 

one hand the tape is a constraint; on the other hand it sustains the singer with some 

unison pitches and rhythms. Also, with the tape the composer seems to give 

something to the singer and to inspire her: ‘... I felt like we were throwing sounds at 

each other. The tape was throwing a sound at me, and I was throwing a sound back, 

and then we’d collide...’ (Judith Bettina quoted in Packer 1986: 113). In the score, the 

tape part is notated as a piano part; originally, this was for study purposes only, but 

later it was considered as a separate version.17 When comparing the recorded 

performances of the versions for soprano and tape and for soprano and piano by 

soprano Lynne Webber (New World Records 80466-2), the version with piano is 

performed slower and with a heavier, more ‘operatic’ singing voice. Apparently, by 

its fixed speed, preciseness and clear timbres, the influence of the tape part is to make 

the vocalising faster and lighter, like a play of sounds, a game, an exercise of 

intelligence and skill, far removed from the dramatic expression of painful feelings 

and transcending bodily constraints. 

The vocal performances of L’autre face and Phonemena show that it is 

possible to go beyond the antipodes of the rigidly fixed constraining tape part versus 

the powerful, impressive, indulgent live performance of the vocalist. The tape part 

may not only constrain but also inspire, influence and sustain the vocalist, depending 

on how the vocalist interprets the tape part and its interplay with the vocal part. 

                                                
16 Score and stereo tape part are published by Edition Peters (New York, London, Frankfurt). 
 
17 Liner notes of the CD MILTON BABBITT, New World Records 80466-2. 
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III.3 The power of the vocalist 

 

The abundance of live singing female vocalists versus the lack of male singers in 

electroacoustic music is a gender pattern that both male and female composers adhere to. 

Singers are performing artists, and as such have less cultural status and power than 

composers.18 However, as performers, they are actually presenting and manipulating the 

music, and they can draw the attention to their vocal art and interpretation. A performer 

always adds musical aspects to the composition and completes the work. Many 

composers have worked closely together with a vocalist, and have often also used their 

voice on the tape part.19 The voice, skills and artistic conceptions of the singer often 

influence a composition to a large extent. There might be another reason for the large 

number of compositions for female singer and tape/electronics: the presence of some 

very qualified and active women vocalists, interested in new music, who initiate or 

commission new compositions. 

The tension between the different forms of power and powerlessness of vocalists 

relates to a tension in the notion of power itself. Power is ‘omnipresent but hard to 

define’ (Ter Borg & Van Henten 2010: 4).20 Power may not be only explicit or formal 

(formal hierarchy, law) but also implicit or informal (who influences whom, 

reputation).21 A common notion of power is that it is exerted by someone over someone 

else. But power may also refer to control over the environment. Other forms of power 

may consist of control over oneself, or the possession of excellent skills, or the power to 

impress others; these are related to musical performance. Compositional skills and 

                                                
18 See chapter VII. For example, compare the real, financial, but also symbolic difference between the 
well-established author’s (composer’s) rights and the relatively new and less encompassing 
neighbouring (performer’s and producer’s) rights. Also, the word ‘to perform’ (in Dutch ‘uitvoeren’), 
the act of the performer, suggests a lower hierarchical status than ‘to create’, the act of the composer: 
the composer determines, the performer executes. However, as Abbate (1993) noticed, this difference 
in status is not uncontested. 
 
19 For example in Il Nome (1987, recordings on CE4 and CMC7), composed by Richard Karpen, with the 
voice of Judith Bettina; in Vocal Chords (1988) composed by Neil B. Rolnick, with performance and 
recorded voice of Kathleen Myers (on CDCM7); the voice of Joan La Barbara in Jon Christopher Nelson’s 
They wash their ambassadors in citrus and fennel (1994, on CE9p); the voice of Irène Jarsky on the tape of 
Jean-Claude Risset’s Invisible (1996, on CE11m). 
  
20 Power is a complex notion and it is beyond the scope of this study to elaborate on all aspects extensively. 
 
21 See Ter Borg & Van Henten (2010: 5). They consider religion as quite similar to power in relation to 
such aspects. 
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control over musical structure or musical material are related to musical composition. 

But skills and self-control not only give power; these are also a result of a submission to 

discipline. 

A composer, as author of the composition, exerts power over the performing 

artist by the prescriptions in the score and even beyond the score (if the author is still 

alive). Thus, a performing vocalist cannot do just ‘anything’ with a composition; this 

may not be tolerated culturally-socially and may be prohibited by the author. However, a 

composer is dependent on musicians, concert programmers, technicians, etc. for the 

performance of the compositions. In that sense, the vocalist has power over the 

composer, by (not) performing a composition, or through the quality of the performance. 

On the other hand, one could say that a composer enables a performer by providing a 

composition. There is a tension in relation to the audience: who is the most important for 

the audience, the composer or the (star) singer? Moreover, the audience exerts power 

over the composer and/or vocalist, by the size of the audience (and the consequent 

amount or lack of success, income and opportunities) and by the behaviour of the 

audience during a concert (the interaction between audience and performers during the 

performance). But the audience can also empower a musician: popular success may give 

a musician opportunities and influence. A successful performer may transfer success to 

an unsuccessful composer by performing the composer’s work. A performer can 

commission a work from a composer. Or a successful composer may help a beginning 

performer to gain success by asking the performer to perform the composer’s work.  

Some performers openly acknowledge a submissive position towards the 

composer or to the composition: they intend to serve the musical intentions of the 

composer, or strive to follow the instructions in the score as precisely as possible, by for 

example preferring to work with a click track. For these performers, interpretative 

freedom is employed as little as possible, or unconsciously (since it is impossible to fix 

all musical details in a score, there is always some interpretative freedom, conscious or 

unconscious). A performer who does take significant interpretative liberties, may do so 

while intending to serve the true intentions of the (dead) composer. Both are forms of 

Werktreue. On the other hand, a performer may consider the music as an inspiring force, 

independent of the composer (as I think was the case in the performance by Janice 

Jackson of L’autre face in Amsterdam, 15 December 1994, discussed above.) 

Paradoxically, a submissive stance towards a (dead) composer may increase the power 
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of the performing musician, as if the power of the composer is borrowed, appropriated or 

taken over by the performer.22  

One could argue that the roles of composer and vocalist are deliberately chosen. 

However, the social-musical structure of composer, performer, score, concert, stage, etc., 

is an already existent situation to which aspiring musicians must adhere to a large extent 

in order to become successful or to exist as a musician at all. Power is not only exercised 

by someone over others; power may also be considered as a structure: ‘The persons who 

are supposed to be in power are not the ones who actually exercise that power; rather, 

the structures, networks, or vocabularies in which these persons are involved exercise 

power over them.’ (Ter Borg & Van Henten 2010: 6). Moreover, musical knowledge 

and skills are partly unconscious and acquired from a very young age. Music, as style, 

system or discipline, already exists before one’s birth and is unconsciously incorporated. 

Musical work, as performer or composer, can be considered as a submission or surrender 

to music; but a musician also has to be in control, in order to express, transfer, use or 

manipulate music’s power. 

Judith Butler emphasizes that power as structure is paradoxical. On the one hand, 

power is an external force that subordinates people. On the other hand, power is 

inextricably intertwined with the formation of the subject to become a social being. The 

subject is formed by the power of subjection. Thus, the subordination of the subject to 

social rules and roles is what makes the subject, or one’s social existence, possible in the 

first place. 
 
As a form of power, subjection is paradoxical. To be dominated by power external to 
oneself is a familiar and agonizing form power takes. To find, however, that what ‘one’ is, 
one’s very formation as a subject, is in some sense dependent upon that very power is 
quite another. We are used to thinking of power as what presses on the subject from the 
outside, as what subordinates, sets underneath, and relegates to a lower order. This is 
surely a fair description of part of what power does. But if, following Foucault, we 
understand power as forming the subject as well, as providing the very condition of its 
existence and the trajectory of its desire, then power is not simply what we oppose but 
also, in a strong sense, what we depend on for our existence and what we harbor and 
preserve in the beings that we are. (Butler 1997: 1–2) 
 
Power not only acts on a subject but, in a transitive sense, enacts the subject into being. 
(Butler 1997: 13) 

                                                
22 See also Goehr (2007: xli): ‘Consider the idea of Werktreue and how it demands submission to the 
work just as it displaces authority onto those (conductors and performers) who claim to be most 
submissive.’ 
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Butler’s notion of power is an extension of both Michel Foucault’s account of power and 

the Lacanian notion of the entry in the symbolic order. However, Butler stresses the 

possibility of agency, both notwithstanding and because of subjection.  
 
Subjection consists precisely in this fundamental dependency on a discourse we never 
chose but that, paradoxically, initiates and sustains our agency. (Butler 1997: 2) 
 
If subordination is the condition of possibility for agency, how might agency be thought in 
opposition to the forces of subordination? (Butler 1997: 10) 
 

Thus, a subject has a double bind or ambivalence towards the power of the existing 

social structure: subjection to a social-linguistic power structure is a prerequisite for 

agency, but this already existing structure may also be considered oppressive.  
 
[S]ubjection is the paradoxical effect of a regime of power in which the very ‘conditions 
of existence’, the possibility of continuing as a recognizable social being, requires the 
formation and maintenance of the subject in subordination. (Butler 1997: 27) 
 

However, the agency that comes forth from this structure, may be able to incite changes 

to this structure. The power exerted on the subject by its formation is taken over by the 

subject and may be used for resistance. 
 
A power exerted on a subject, subjection is nevertheless a power assumed by the subject, 
an assumption that constitutes the instrument of that subject’s becoming. (Butler 1997: 11) 
 
Assuming power is not a straightforward task of taking power from one place, transferring 
it intact, and then and there making it one’s own; the act of appropriation may involve an 
alteration of power such that the power assumed or appropriated works against the power 
that made that assumption possible. Where conditions of subordination make possible the 
assumption of power, the power assumed may at once retain and resist that subordination. 
(Butler 1997: 13) 
 
[W]hat is enacted by the subject is enabled but not finally constrained by the prior 
working of power. Agency exceeds the power by which it is enabled. (Butler 1997: 15) 
 

For this notion of agency and resistance, Butler’s notion of performativity is essential. 

Performance in Butler’s sense is not a one-time original event, but repetitive and 

constrained by norms and conventions.  

 
Performativity is thus not a singular ‘act’, for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of 
norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or 
dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition. (Butler 1993: xxi) 
 

However, by the repetition of performance, there are also possibilities for change. 
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The paradox of subjectivation (assujetissement) is precisely that the subject who would 
resist such norms is itself enabled, if not produced, by such norms. Although this 
constitutive constraint does not foreclose the possibility of agency, it does locate agency as 
a reiterative or rearticulatory practice, immanent to power, and not a relation of external 
opposition to power. (Butler 1993: xxiii) 
 

It is more productive to rework conventions (and stereotypes) than to deny these.  

 Thus, inspired by Butler, one may state that (female) vocalists have power 

because of their subordination to social-musical conventions; not only to the conventions 

of a musical ‘language’ and of a composition, but also to gendered conventions such as 

singing works of the Western classical music canon in which women are represented as 

powerless, and assuming a professional role of submission to the composer. Without 

submission to the intensive discipline of vocal-musical study and training, a vocalist 

does not exist as such. However, the repetition of performance in general, and of musical 

performance and practice in particular, provides possibilities for change. The better a 

composition is known by the vocalist, the more a composition is incorporated, made her 

own, the more flexible and free the performance seems; the December performance of 

L’autre face by Janice Jackson may have been more ‘free flowing’ than the September 

performance because she knew the piece better. Trained, constrained, as well as enabled 

and inspired by musical practices and compositions, vocalists may come with their own 

interpretations. Some vocalists go even further: departing from a traditional musical 

background they change musical-vocal practices and conventions, resulting in new vocal 

styles, new performance practices and even in the dissolving of the boundaries between 

vocalist and composer or the combination of both roles. Electronic music technology 

may add new possibilities and frames of reference (see section III.5 and Chapter VII and 

VIII). 
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III.4 Stereotypes revisited 

 

Ellipsis (1989-93) is a composition for female vocalist and tape by the Canadian 

composer Wende Bartley.23 Often, as on the CD, it is performed by Fides Krucker, 

but it may also be performed by others. For this version of the composition,24 Wende 

Bartley worked together with Fides Krucker and also used her own experiences of 

studying voice with Richard Armstrong, who was part of the Roy Hart Theatre in the 

late 1960s and 1970s. At an earlier stage, the composer was influenced by the vocal 

performance art of Meredith Monk, among others, and by written accounts of ritual 

singing by women during birth and death rituals. She developed the composition in a 

series of stages with various singers, as well as through her own vocal 

improvisations.25 The singing style of Ellipsis is not a traditional bel canto approach, 

but rather an ‘embodied’ style. For Wende Bartley, this embodiment refers to a sound 

that resonates deeply in various areas of the body, and a play with sound colour 

instead of pitch contour or structure.26 

The vocal part of Ellipsis does not have any text and consists of extended 

vocal techniques such as a rapid repetitive series of glottal attacks, multiphonics and 

vocal fry, with much chest voice. The vocal phrases and the voice sounds are closely 

related to the breathing of the singer and contain glissandos, long sustained pitches 

and repetitions of pitches and melodic motives, with changing timbre. The tape does 

not seem to be a coercive structure and the singing appears to come from within the 

                                                
23 A recording with vocalist Fides Krucker is on the CD CLAIRE-VOIE, Empreintes Digitales IMED-
9414-CD. I thank Wende Bartley for giving me the score. 
 
24 There is an earlier version for electric string quartet, tape and female voice (Bartley 1989). 
 
25 In 1992, Wende Bartley met Richard Armstrong, who taught her the specific practices of the Roy 
Hart method. She used this experience for part 2 of Ellipsis. An earlier version was composed in 1988–
1989, and was later reworked on the basis of the Roy Hart approach. Part 2 was co-composed with 
Fides Krucker, who had introduced Wende Bartley to Richard Armstrong. Part 1 and 3 were primarily 
composed before this experience, in 1988–1989. According to the composer, the vocal approach of part 
1 and 3 was influenced by the work of composer-performer Meredith Monk, by the composition Eight 
Songs for a Mad King by Peter Maxell Davies, and by the work of Luciano Berio. Eight Songs for a 
Mad King was originally written for Roy Hart, but Wende Bartley was not aware of this at that time. I 
received this information from Wende Bartley personally, per email 2 June 2013. Remarkably, Fides 
Krucker is not acknowledged as co-composer elsewhere. 
 
26 This paragraph is based on personal e-mail correspondence between Wende Bartley and Hannah 
Bosma, 18 December 2002 and 8 March 2003. 
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singer herself. (This may be due to the composition, to characteristics like freedom of 

timing, ‘natural’ vocal lines, room for improvisation; and/or to the involvement of 

Fides Krucker in the composition process; or because Fides Krucker knew the piece 

very well and incorporated the composition as it were, see III.2.) On stage, Fides 

Krucker performs the piece without a score, in a simple theatrical way with a strong 

bodily presence (Montreal 1995). Because she is accompanied by pre-recorded sound 

tracks (‘tape’) instead of piano or orchestra, the singer has more room to move and an 

opportunity for a more theatrical performance. Fides Krucker vocalizes as an 

embodied subject.  

How does the embodiment of Ellipsis differ from the embodiment to which 

female characters are doomed in classic cinema?27 Embodiment in film means in the 

first place: visual display. But the embodiment of Ellipsis is more an inner 

embodiment: it relates to the body as felt by the singer. Moreover, this embodiment 

refers both to the performing vocalist and to the composer, since in composing 

Ellipsis the composer used her embodied experience and knowledge acquired by 

studying the specific vocal practice of the Roy Hart Theatre. This embodiment is 

active, not passive. This specific bodily practice forms the composition and the 

performance. Therefore, both Fides Krucker and Wende Bartley act as embodied 

subjects.  

Whereas one could argue that all singing and all vocalising is done by and 

with the body, Bartley refers to a specific form of embodiment, that is – as it were – 

more embodied than Western classical singing. What is the difference? This can be 

considered from various angles: in relation to the vocalist/vocalising, to the 

composer/composition process, to the score, and to the performance (from the 

standpoint of an audience member). One is tempted to consider Western classical 

singing as less embodied than alternative vocal practices, but I prefer to consider it as 

a different kind of embodiment. To practice singing means to pay much attention to 

breath, posture, mouth, vocal tract, etc. Moreover, alternative vocal practices did 

influence classical music training. The difference may be the more analytical 

approach of classical singing, focussing on specific functional parts of the body, 

versus a more holistic approach of alternative practices; and a focus with classical 

                                                
27 As discussed by Silverman (1986), see III.1. 
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singing on results that have to conform to certain norms and standards versus a focus 

on bodily processes that produce other kinds of vocal sound in alternative practices. 

Yet, Ellipsis does have a score, which prescribes specific pitches, durations, 

timbre and vocal techniques. To perform this score, these vocal techniques, the 

vocalising must as it were come from the body, while at the same time adhering to the 

score. A similar paradox is seen in the score: while the focus of the composition is on 

timbre, pitches are notated in the score and clearly there is a compositional structure.28 

Vocal timbres are mainly notated as (combinations of) speech sounds (phonemes) and 

through some descriptions of vocal technique (and also determined by pitch, mainly 

notated as notes but also as lines for glissandi).29 (See ex. III–2; score Ellipsis p. 2 and 

3.) Phonemes are standard descriptive units of speech analysis (phonetics), and do not 

directly relate to alternative singing practices. As usual with score reading, the 

performer has to make an interpretative ‘leap’, based on knowledge of the composer’s 

intentions, other performances or recordings, and the specific vocal practice. In 

general, many aspects of vocal music are not notated in the score, but implied, relying 

on knowledge of the specific vocal practice. In this respect, Ellipsis does not rely on 

the Western classical vocal tradition; the composer told me that a classically trained 

singer had problems, while an actor did very well when rehearsing this piece.30  

In a classical concert performance, the vocalist normally stands still and has a 

conventionally feminine visual appearance (evening dress, high heel pumps, etc.). By 

contrast the performance of Ellipsis (Montreal 1995) is slightly theatrical, the 

vocalist’s movements are integrated with her singing, she moves freely around the 

stage, without exaggerated conventional feminine display; or, no high heels.  

Last but not least, the composer also has a bodily relationship to the vocal 

part. Bartley (1989) does not elaborate on her own bodily involvement, but instead 

deals with the composition of vocal timbre in an analytical, formal and technical way 

                                                
28 Bartley (1989) elaborately explains the compositional structure of the earlier version with regard to 
both timbre and pitch, which were both composed systematically.  
 
29 This refers to the score of the version for female voice and tape that I received from the composer. 
 
30 For an earlier version of the piece, the score states that ‘The performer required for the voice part 
should [...] have experience with both jazz and non-Western music. The singer should not use vibrato, 
avoiding the expressive operatic style and concentrating on creating a pure tone.’ (Bartley 1988: score 
p.1) 
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based on phonetics and the science of (musical) sound as was then state of the art. 

However, for the new version she used her own experiences of studying bodily vocal 

practices. (And she continued along this line, composing many more vocal pieces and 

also tape music with her own voice. Her voice is used in all compositions of her CD 

SOUND DREAMING (2012); Wendalyn Bartley is credited there as composer, ‘primary 

vocals’ and producer. She also became certified in SoulVoice practice and offers 

workshops.31) 

Ellipsis is, according to the programme notes, based on lunar mythology, with 

‘the unfolding of the lunar cycle, with its three stages of waxing, full and waning 

moon, traditionally [...] associated with three images of woman: virgin, mother, and 

crone. Ellipsis [...] creates another three-fold story of woman, [...] the spiritual and 

psychological empowerment of woman's collective consciousness as it evolved 

through time: The Age of Darkness, Creating a New Space, and The Age of 

Resonance’. These three sections can be recognized in the way the vocal part evolves 

throughout the piece: descending vocal lines in the beginning, becoming more and 

more varied, articulated and energetic in the middle, and ending with long resonating 

tones, full of overtones. Thus, meaning is ascribed to the non-verbal vocalising. 

Singing, non-verbal vocalising, embodiment and lunar mythology are features 

associated with femininity. However, this is not a conventional femininity. The singing 

in this composition differs from the conventions of the Western classical singing style. 

And the embodiment is not a visual display (as in the films discussed by Kaja 

Silverman), but the resonance of the vocal sound in the body and a singing 

style/technique/practice. As for the vocal part, I would relate this composition to the 

feminism of ‘difference’ that revalues and elaborates on femininity.32 However, many of 

Wende Bartley’s compositions also involve electronics. In her programme notes she 

does not elaborate on that aspect. But in my view, this makes her a cyber-feminine 

                                                
31 See http://www.wendalyn.com and http://www.awakeningyourvoice.com (last accessed 6 June 
2013). 
 
32 This contrasts with female composers who deny that gender has anything to do with music and subscribe 
to the liberal feminism of ‘equality’ that is mainly concerned with equal rights and opportunities and the 
avoidance of discrimination. Femininity-centred feminism is also called cultural feminism and is related 
to eco-feminism; theorists are Susan Griffin, Mary Daly, Adriënne Rich, among others; it has been 
accused of essentialism. See Chapter I.2. 
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composer, combining explicitly feminine themes with the masculine domain of 

electronic music, and combining body with technology.33 

                                                
33 For discussions on the three kinds of feminist approaches, see Chapter I.2 and Wajcman (1991), 
Buikema and Smelik (1993), Braidotti (1994), Gill and Grint (1995), and others. 
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III.5 Cyborg voices 

 

When comparing the gender pattern of the use of live female voice in electroacoustic 

music with the use of electronically pre-recorded or synthesized voices, this last 

category of ‘cyborg voices’ is much more varied with respect to gender and voice 

types. The hybrid combination of voice and music technology stimulates the use of 

more divergent vocal identities than the classic concert situation.34 Still, gender 

patterns are inscribed in these electronic voices, as shown in II.6.  

 Since there are so few compositions for live male singer and tape/electronics, 

the difference between live and pre-recorded voices in electroacoustic music is the 

most remarkable for male voices. Is the prevalence of pre-recorded male voices 

(compared to the few live singing male voices) related to the prevalence of powerful 

disembodied male voices in film? The ‘voice of authority’, the voice of a composer, 

poet, artist or politician, indeed occurs in electroacoustic music, but often with a twist: 

distorted or ironic. The explicit, marked use of music technology causes a 

distantiation of the vocal delivery that leads to a critical recontextualisation of the 

sound bites of politicians,35 or to a mysterious, cryptic concealment of an authoritative 

voice within the distorted sound.36 This distantiation also gives room for a male 

scream37 and for male singing voices, albeit mostly from other cultures.38 There is a 

remarkable amount of pre-recorded male(-like) voices that dwell in the continuum 

between language and sound. Often, such pre-recorded male voices, and the texts they 

voice, suggest a sense of loss, disempowerment or melancholia. Chapter VI elaborates 

more on these voices. 

 In Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Computer HAL 

9000 is an acousmêtre, who sees and knows all (Chion 1999 [1982]); his all-too-

                                                
34 For more on pre-recorded male and female voices, see Chapter VI. 
 
35 Like in Andere die Welt, Sie braucht es by Wilhelm Zobl (CE6m). 
 
36 For example, the voices of Pauline Oliveros, Jerry Hunt, Morton Subotnick and David Tudor in 
Larry Austin’s SoundPoemSet (CDCM16), and the voice of Salvador Dali in Jonas Broberg’s 
Conversation in Cadaqué (CE11p). 
 
37 The ‘animalistic’ scream in José Halac’s The breaking of the scream (CE14). 
 
38 See Chapter II.6. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

III Singing Bodies 
 

87 

gentle, effeminate voice and often-invisible eyes are everywhere. He takes over the 

power in the spaceship and murders the human crew. The last astronaut in the 

spaceship goes into the computer and shuts it down by taking out the memory 

modules. The computer knows what the astronaut is planning to do, and wants to 

prevent this: HAL tries to appeal emotionally and empathically. When the astronaut 

takes out the modules one by one, HAL repeats: ‘I am afraid’ and ‘my mind is going, 

I feel it’; and we hear the computer slowly ‘die’, its voice becoming lower and slower 

like a failing tape recorder. Regressing to his ‘youth’ while dying, the computer starts 

to sing a song he learned from his maker: a reference to Max Mathews’ computer-

synthesized version of Bicycle Built for Two.39 At first, HAL is a disembodied, all-

seeing, all-knowing voice. When the astronaut goes into the computer and takes out 

the memory modules, the body of the computer is brought into view. With this 

embodiment, HAL becomes vulnerable and dies. HAL’s singing is related to 

embodiment, regression and dying, but also to the artificiality of this cyborg male 

voice, its freakish, transgendered, dangerous and unpredictable nature.40 

 Music technology also offers the possibility for a different kind of hybrid: the 

extended and recorded voice of the composer-vocalist.41 With the use of sound 

technology, some vocalists have also become composers and vice versa. Composer-

performers like Diamanda Galás extend and multiply their voice on stage and on 

recordings; Joan La Barbara made Sound Paintings42 with recorded layers of her 

extended singing. Composer Wende Bartley used her own voice as the basis for her 

eight-track composition Dreamspin (1999).43 Whereas the line of approach of these 

                                                
39 Released on CMC13, see II.6. Note that the song in the film is a reference and not identical to 
Mathews’ version. HAL’s song is actually sung by a human actor (Roads 1996: 267). Apparently this 
recording is modified but still sounds less artificial than Mathews’ version. These two versions are 
quite different: Mathews’ version sounds mechanical and more up-tempo and higher than the version in 
the film, which is very low and slow and without accompaniment. 
 
40 For another account of HAL’s voice, see Auner (2003). Both Auner’s article and mine were 
published in the same year; we didn’t know this beforehand. I thank Joseph Auner for contacting me 
and referring to his article. See also Chapter VI. 
 
41 See also Chapter VII. 
 
42 Lovely Music CD 3001. 
 
43 Personal e-mail correspondence between Wende Bartley and Hannah Bosma, 18 December 2002, 
and previous contact. 
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women is from the direction of vocal performance art and singing, men like Jaap 

Blonk and Trevor Wishart tend to come from the traditions of sound poetry or music 

technology.44 But they all combine voice and electronics, performing and composing. 

 The star singer in the film Diva tried to prevent the recording of her voice with 

all her might. But it turned out that what she had to fear was not so much the 

recording technology itself or the loss of the essence of her voice, but the men in 

charge of the music industry. In the final scene, the star singer discovers that sound 

recording technology makes it possible to hear herself in a different way and to get a 

different perspective on her own voice: ‘But I’ve never heard myself sing,’ she utters 

in amazement.45 And her lover-fan, who ‘stole’ her voice, gives his secret recording 

back to her, tenderly.  

                                                
44 See Theda Weber-Lucks (2003) and Bosma (1997). 
 
45 Composer-performer Pauline Oliveros makes a similar point on hearing back oneself through 
recording technology:  
 

Human musicians may compare performances, improvisations of their own, and of all manner of musical 
repertoire to enhance their abilities, techniques, and understanding through this technology. When you play 
back a recording of your own playing you listen to what you thought you heard and you begin to perceive 
what you did not hear consciously; thus, there is interactivity, stimulation of memory, and consciousness. 
(Oliveros 2004) 
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III.6 Conclusion, and beyond 

 

Female composers of electroacoustic music are a minority in comparison to their male 

colleagues. On the other hand, there are many female vocalists in this genre and few 

male singers. In the classic concert situation this pattern is most extreme, with many 

compositions for live soprano and electronics, singing mainly in a modern Western 

classical singing style with many high-pitched and non-verbal elements, and very few 

compositions for live singing male vocalists and electronics. The use of pre-recorded 

and synthesized voices in this genre is much more varied, but here too the work of 

female vocalists has a prominent place. This gender pattern can serve as a frame of 

reference for interpreting individual compositions and opens questions about the role 

of the vocalist, about embodiment, about language, about the use and subversion of 

gender stereotypes and about authorship. These issues are discussed further in the 

subsequent chapters. 

By focusing on voices and vocalists in electroacoustic music, more female 

influences can be discerned in this genre than when focusing only on composers. The 

importance of the authorship of the composer has been contested in musicology, to 

give more room to (female) listeners, performers and other interpreters (Citron 1993, 

Dame 1994). Gender and technology studies, instead of focusing exclusively on the 

(often male) inventor, pay more attention to workers and users as producers of 

technological practices (Wajcman 1991, Cockburn and Omrod 1993); in doing so, 

more female participants and female influences are perceived. Authorship may not 

seem to be a gender issue at first sight; but it is, when considering the large number of 

male composers versus the large number of female vocalists in electroacoustic music. 

The issue of authorship is discussed in chapter VII. The gender pattern of the (female) 

voice versus the (male) author plays not only at the level of production but also at the 

level of interpretative listening. Instead of the focus on the abstract ‘composer’s 

voice’ of Edward T. Cone (1974), I propose in Chapter IV to listen for the abstract 

‘vocalist’s voice’ and to focus on vocal personae. Chapter V also deals with a change 

of interpretative focus from the composer to the vocalist. 

 The prevalence of male composers of electroacoustic music combined with 

singing female vocalists, is a manifestation of a hierarchical dualism: masculinity is 

connected to composing, the work of the mind, authority, language, reason and 
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innovation, and opposed to femininity, performing, the body, non-verbal vocal sound, 

emotion and tradition. Many feminist studies argue that such a Cartesian dualism is 

pervasive in our Western culture. Masculinity is stereotypically seen as active and 

superior and related to the mind and to subjects who are ‘doing’ or ‘having’; while 

femininity is considered passive and inferior, ‘matter’, ‘being’, an object of desire.  

There are three kinds of feminist responses to this stereotypical dualism:  

(i) to strive for women to obtain masculine rights and opportunities;  

(ii) to revalue femininity;  

(iii) to deconstruct and challenge this dualism altogether, paying attention to both 

the construction of femininity and masculinity.  

These three approaches often go together, for example when composer Wende 

Bartley works with electronic technology (i); makes the revaluation of femininity an 

important theme in her compositions (ii); and by working with femininity in a 

masculine domain and by using her own singing voice in her electronic compositions, 

upsets the gendered dualism (iii). Yet another example of the confusion of gendered 

boundaries is the work of female and male composer-performers, who use their 

bodies as well as technology.  

Sound recording technology gave the female star singer in the film Diva a 

different perspective on her own voice, after she overcame her initial resistance 

dressed in essentialist arguments (the loss of the essence of her voice, liveness). By 

appropriating sound technology female composers and vocalists find new 

opportunities, with regard not only to their music, but also to the conventional 

gendered roles of musical life (see Chapter VII and VIII). Regarding the use of male 

voices by male composers, the creative use of sound technology may be employed to 

twist masculinity. 
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IV 

 

THE VOCAL PERSONA:  

IDENTITY AND TRANSFORMATION 
 

 

With the title of his book The Composer’s Voice Edward T. Cone refers to the 

implicit ‘voice’ of an implied composer, uttering, as it were, the music. This 

‘composer’s voice’ is not the literal voice of a real composer, but rather a 

metaphorical voice evoked by the music, as perceived by the listener. According to 

Cone, the composer’s implicit persona is the ‘complete musical persona’ of a 

composition. ‘It is to be posited as an intelligence embracing and controlling all the 

elements of musical thought that comprise a work.’ (Cone 1974: 109) Each 

composition has a different composer’s persona, ‘for the persona of each 

composition is uniquely created by and for that composition’ (1974: 18). Thus, ‘the 

concept of the complete musical persona must be as multifarious as that of musical 

composition itself.’ (Cone 1974: 109) The musical persona may be unitary, as in 

music composed for a solo instrument, or implied by the interaction of the elements 

of the musical whole, as in chamber music. 

In vocal music, such as Lieder and opera, the vocalist is the embodied 

impersonator of the vocal persona (protagonist or character), according to Cone. 

The embodied vocal persona is the indirect component of the implicit musical 

persona (the composer’s voice). However, Cone points out that the human voice 

(the vocal persona) has a ‘natural supremacy’ that ‘demands to be heard’ and that is 

accorded special attention by the listener (Cone 1974: 79). Therefore, a certain 

tension exists between the composer’s voice and the vocal persona. 

Thirdly, there is the instrumental virtual persona. The instrumental 

accompaniment of the vocal persona(e) may function as a virtual narrator and is the 

most direct representative of the composer’s voice, the direct component of the 

implicit musical persona (Cone 1974:12, 35). As such, its relationship with the 

vocal persona may vary. 
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This triad of the complete (indirect) musical persona (composer’s voice), the 

vocal persona and the instrumental (virtual) persona, is used by Cone not only in 

relation to different forms of vocal music, but also in relation to some instrumental 

music. Cone even refers to electroacoustic music, in particular to Philomel (1963) 

for soprano, recorded soprano and synthesized sound by Milton Babbitt. 

Cone’s approach has primarily been applied (or extended or criticized) in 

relation to romantic Lieder and opera.1 In the present chapter, I will reconsider, 

from a critical perspective, Cone’s ideas on the composer’s voice and the vocal 

persona in relation to some compositions for female vocalist and pre-recorded 

electroacoustic part (‘tape’) in which femininity comes quite explicitly to the fore. 

These compositions evoke questions relevant to this thesis. I will focus on the vocal 

persona of these compositions as it relates to the electronics and to the composer’s 

voice. 

                                                        
1 See for example Abbate (1991) and Hoeckner (2001). 
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IV.1.1 Cone’s vocal persona and electronic persona 

 

Cone (1974: 79-80) describes Milton Babbitt’s composition Philomel as symbolic 

of the relationship between the vocal persona and the musical persona, or, more 

generally, the protagonist’s voice and the composer’s voice.  
 
The dramatic situation requires the soprano to take shape from her electronic 
surroundings […] this is the unique example of a composition that seems to create its 
own protagonist, who in turn creates her own song. As such it appropriately 
symbolizes the relationship between the vocal persona and the musical persona that 
envelops and includes it - between the protagonist’s voice and the composer’s. (Cone 
1974: 80) 
 

The vocal persona, or vocal character, is shaped by its words and music as well as 

by its relationship with the accompaniment and with the composition as a whole. 

The musical persona (‘composer’s voice’) utters (as it were) the complete 

composition including, of course, the vocal persona or protagonist’s voice. But 

Cone also points to the supremacy of this voice: ‘This is a voice in the process of 

finding itself, but once it has succeeded, there is no question as to its supremacy’ 

(Cone 1974: 80). 

Elsewhere, Cone makes some other remarks concerning electroacoustic 

music. In relation to ‘tape-recorded electronic music’, he states that ‘the electronic 

persona is unitary’, because ‘no instruments or performers are really there’ – we do 

not hear a performance, but a reproduction (playback of the tape) of a single 

‘performance’ or ‘execution’, i.e. the completion of the master tape (Cone 1974: 

110–111). This seems puzzling, because protagonists, agents or personae are, in any 

case, not real. Yet, Cone suggests that the presence of real performers is needed in 

order to suggest protagonists, agents or personae.2 Cone does mention the 

possibility of agents in an electronic piece, but calls these ‘simulations’ (Cone 1974: 

111). He also considers contemporary music containing rapidly changing temporary 

                                                        
2 See also Cone 1974 (22–23) on the reality of the vocal persona: ‘The singer is the actual, living 
embodiment of the vocal protagonist – he is the persona turned into person’. The instrumental 
persona is virtual, but realized in actual sound (Cone 1974: 106–107): ‘The singer enacts a role, 
portrays a character. The instrumental performer, too, is in part an actor, but one that symbolically 
personifies the agent of which his instrument in turn is but the concrete vehicle – for, once more, the 
instrument as sound, not as object, is the locus of the agent.’ (Cone 1974: 105) 
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agents or no agents at all, so that only the complete persona (‘the composer’s 

voice’) may be heard. 
 

Some contemporary music – electronic or conventional – is so kaleidoscopic in timbre 
and pointillistic in texture that a dramatistic analysis would be hard put to find in it 
more than a rapidly shifting series of temporary agents, simulated or real. In this case 
it might be preferable to dispense with the concept of agent altogether and to hear the 
piece only in terms of the complete persona, which must marshal all elements, no 
matter how disparate, into some kind of comprehensible pattern if the music is to 
make sense. (Cone 1974: 111) 

 
Philomel consists of a live vocal part and a pre-recorded tape. Is this tape 

part a unitary electronic persona, as Cone suggests in his statement on tape-recorded 

electronic music? Or is this tape part a kind of instrumental persona, a direct 

representative of the composer’s voice? What is the relationship between the vocal 

persona and the electronic part in Philomel? I will reconsider Cone’s view on 

electronic tape music and on Philomel at the end of my analysis of Philomel below.3 

 

 

IV.1.2 Philomel 

 

Bethany Beardslee is the leading performer of Milton Babbitt’s songs. She 

premiered his first piece for soprano and synthesized tape, Vision and Prayer 

(1961). Under the auspices of the Ford Foundation, she commissioned4 one of his 

                                                        
3 My analysis is mainly based on the recordings found on the CD MILTON BABBITT, New World 
Records 80466–2 (1995), performed by Bethany Beardslee, and on the CD ELECTRO ACOUSTIC 
MUSIC: CLASSICS, Neuma 450–74 (1990), performed by Judith Bettina.  

For an account of the serial structure of Philomel, see Taruskin (2005: 201–205), Lewin 
(2006) and Adamowicz (2011).  
 
4 Whether Philomel was commissioned/requested by, or for, Bethany Beardslee, is contested. The 
sleeve notes by David Hamilton written for the CD New World Records 80466–2 give Beardslee an 
active role by stating that the Ford Foundation enabled her to request a piece from a composer of her 
choice:  
 

Philomel was commissioned by the Ford Foundation as part of a program enabling solo performers to 
request pieces from composers of their choice. In this case, the performer was soprano Bethany Beardslee 
[...] 
 

The biography of Bethany Beardslee on Wikipedia concurs with this:  
 

The Ford Foundation Award in 1964 gave Beardslee the possibility to commission Milton Babbitt to 
write ‘Philomel’. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethany_Beardslee, last accessed May 2012)  
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most important pieces, Philomel, for which her recorded voice is used on the four 

track tape (Gross 2000), together with electronic sounds from the RCA synthesizer. 

Regarding Beardslee, Babbitt commented in an interview for Ohm: The early gurus 

of electronic music:5  
 
Philomel is very near and dear to my heart. Part of it is because of Bethany Beardsley 
[sic], an incomparable performer and wonderful musician who I've spent a great deal 
of my creative life with. It's also because that was made on my own with the 
synthesizer in that studio. (Gross 2000) 

  
Babbitt’s Phonemena (1969–70), for soprano and synthesized tape or piano, was 

also written for her, but ‘dedicated to all the girl singers I have known’. As the 

authoritative performer, these songs owe much to Beardslee. Beardslee, however, is 

not an author, either of music or text. 

Philomel consists of three sections and has a duration of approximately 19 

minutes. The text of Philomel is written by John Hollander and is based on the 

legend of Philomel as it appears in the sixth book of Metamorphoses by Ovid. It 

deals literally with aspects of femininity: a raped woman and woman’s singing.  

In the legend, Philomel is raped by Tereus (who is married to her sister 

Procne). To prevent her from telling people about this crime, Tereus cuts out her 

tongue so that she can no longer speak. However, Philomel manages to tell her story 

in a different way: by weaving a tapestry depicting the crime and sending it to 

Procne who then comes to rescue her sister. In revenge, Procne and Philomel kill 

Tereus’s son Itys and serve up his body to Tereus for dinner. When Tereus 

discovers this, he tries to kill Procne and Philomel and chases them into the woods. 

                                                                                                                                                           
However, in Gross (2000), Babbitt explains that librettist John Hollander was the origin of the work 
and that ‘the piece was basically commissioned for a soprano, Bethany Beardsley [sic]’, thus 
assigning her a more passive role. Hollander (1967: 134) offers yet another version: ‘[...] when the 
Ford Foundation commissioned such a piece and Babbitt asked me for a text, [...]’. 
 
5 OHM: THE EARLY GURUS OF ELECTRONIC MUSIC 1948–1980 is a 3 CD box with booklet which 
includes an excerpt of a recording of Philomel performed by Bethany Beardslee. As part of the 
online music magazine Perfect Sound Forever, the web publication Ohm – The early gurus of 
electronic music (2000), contains interviews and essays by Jason Gross, one of the producers of the 
CD box (http://www.furious.com/perfect/ohm/, last accessed 28 April 2013). 
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There, Procne and Philomel are transformed by the gods into birds: a swallow and a 

nightingale; Tereus is transformed into a hoopoe.6  

This legend forms the basis of John Hollander’s text. However, the text 

found in Babbitt’s composition does not tell the whole story; important elements of 

the legend are omitted. Hollander’s text deals with Philomel’s transformation into a 

nightingale. This Philomel is haunted by memories of being raped, of the cutting of 

her tongue and of being chased into the woods.  

The song starts with speechless vocal sounds, a vocalise on ‘eeeeee’ first 

coming from the tape, then produced by the live singer. At the beginning of the first 

section, Philomel does not differentiate between her feelings and the world around 

her, between the sounds of the environment and her own voice, and is not able to 

experience her feelings clearly. The tape part responds like a god-like instance of 

knowledge and truth, as Luke Howard (1999: 118–119) remarks. 
 
Philomel:  
I feel  
Feel a million trees  
[...]  
Feel a million tears;  
Tape:  
Not true tears– 
Not true trees–  
Philomel:  
Is it Tereus I feel?  
Tape:  
Not Tereus; not a true Tereus–  
Philomel:  
Feel a million filaments:  
Fear the tearing, the feeling 
Trees, of ephemeral leaves  
Trees tear,  
And I bear  
Families of tears–  
I feel a million Philomels7  

 
The soprano part, the electronic sounds and the recorded soprano are interwoven; 

the phonetic play of the text is reflected in the music. The trauma of the crime has 

frozen her feelings and shattered her expressive and communicative abilities:  

                                                        
6 In most Greek versions of the myth, Philomel was transformed into a swallow and Procne into a 
nightingale. This was inverted in Ovid’s version. 
 
7 The text comes from the sleeve notes to the CDs New World Records 80466–2 and Neuma 450–74. 
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I flounder in quiet  
Miles of felted silence  
[...]  
Emptied, unfeeling and unfilled  
[...]  
Feeling killed  
Philomel stilled.  

 
Then she hears the sound of her new voice: 
 

What is that sound? 
A voice found? 
Broken, the bound 
Of silence, beyond 
Violence of human sound, 
As if a new self 
Could be founded on sound. 
[...] 
I am becoming 
My own song... 

 
The singer’s voice is echoed or duplicated by the recorded voice on the tape.  

In the ‘Echo Song’ (section two), Philomel has exchanged her previous state 

of integration with the environment for an auditory mirror stage in which she 

addresses questions to different birds and receives answers in the form of an echo. 

This second section is more recitative-like, with the echoes rendered by the tape.  

In section three, Philomel realizes that her trauma dominates everything and 

blocks her capacity to change, to grow and to live:  
 
Then feeling distills to a burning drop, and transformation  
Becomes intolerable. I have been defiled and felt my tongue  
Torn out: but more pain reigns in these woods I range among.  
I ache in change,  
[...]  
Pressed into one fell moment, my ghastly transformation  
Died like a fading scream: the ravisher and the chased  
Turned into one at last: the voice Tereus shattered  
Becomes tiny voices of night that the God has scattered.  
I die in change.  
[...]  
Then all became pain in one great scream of silence, fading  
Finally, as all the voice of feeling died in the west  
And pain alone remained with remembering in my breast.  
I screamed in change. 
 

Section three (an ‘aria’) has a more solemn and lofty character; electronic interludes 

alternate with the vocal part; the long electronic tones reminiscent of an organ. By 
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finding a voice and by becoming aware of her situation and accepting her feelings 

(‘Now all I can do / Is bewail that chase’), Philomel overcomes her trauma. This 

new voice is music, in which painful feelings are transformed and transcended: 

 
Pain in the breast and in the mind, fused into music! 
[...] Now in this glade, 
Suffering is redeemed in song. Feeling takes wing; 
High, high above, beyond the forests of horror I sing! 
I sing in change 
 

This song is about Philomel’s trauma, and the overcoming of her trauma. One of the 

powers of music is its ability to facilitate the experiencing, expression, processing, 

transforming and transcending of painful feelings. 

There are some remarkable differences between Babbitt’s/Hollander’s song 

and Ovid’s story. Philomel has lost her human, speaking voice. In the song, she 

finds a new, nonhuman voice: the wordless, singing, ‘purely musical’ voice of the 

bird. However, in Ovid’s story, although Philomel loses her tongue, she does not 

lose her powers of human communication and signification. To circumvent her 

muteness, she weaves, ‘writes’, her story in a tapestry as a message to her sister; and 

by way of gestures and signs, she asks someone to take it to Procne, who thus learns 

about her sister’s misfortune and her husband’s crime. In Ovid’s story, Philomel 

uses her wits and acts on her social environment; she is writing, signifying and 

acting, and with significant consequences: Procne finds her sister and both take 

revenge cruelly, undoing their family’s marital bond with Tereus by killing Itys. 

Grief is paired with intense rage and drastic action (in fact Philomel’s raging 

declaration of revenge directly after the rape was the reason for Tereus to cut off her 

tongue in the first place). In Babbitt’s song, however, Philomel is not ascribed any 

social interaction or communication;8 her voice is only responded to by echo. 

Hollander’s Philomel is a traumatized victim who does not display nor remember 

any rage9 or revenge, who does not remember her own horrible, revengeful deeds 

                                                        
8 Adamowicz (2011), following Lewin (2006), relates the serial pitch matrix to the tapestry woven by 
Philomel. However, Lewin (2006) and Adamowicz (2011) do not discuss a significant difference 
between Philomel’s tapestry and Babbitt’s serial structure: the tapestry is conveying Philomel’s 
account of the rape, and is thus related to Philomel’s rage and revenge, while the serial matrix is not.  
 
9 John Hollander explains that the /iy/ sounds at the beginning come from the words ‘I feel’ and that 
this refers to her past feelings of fear, outrage and pain: ‘for it is from her fear, fancied outrage, and 
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and who does not act on her environment but, instead, internally transcends the 

trauma by singing.10 

The dramatic content of the text contrasts with the lightness and virtuosity of 

the music. The electronic sounds of the RCA synthesizer on the tape are 

characterised by an unhuman precision and speed. The voice inhabits this same 

atmosphere. As a consequence of its widely-ranging tessitura, its large intervals and 

timing based on the serial composition technique as well as its velocity and its 

varied details, the vocal part is virtuosic. Bethany Beardslee manages to sing this 

dramatic piece in a light and precise, but also expressive manner.11 

 

 

IV.1.3 The electronic persona revisited 

 

Cone considers electronic tape music to be ‘unitary’. With regard to Philomel, he 

argues that ‘the soprano’ (Philomel, the vocal persona, the protagonist’s voice) 

emerges from the ‘electronic surroundings’. I will examine these statements now in 

the context of Philomel. 

When electronic tape music is considered ‘unitary’, does this imply that a 

tape part is unitary too? How unitary is the tape part of Philomel? In this 

composition, there are two categories of sounds in the tape part: the electronically 

synthesized sounds and the recorded vocal sounds of Bethany Beardslee. Therefore, 

the tape part is not unitary with regard to the character and the origin of the sounds. 

Perhaps, then, only the electronic sounds are considered to form the electronic 

persona? However, in a performance, both electronic and pre-recorded vocal sounds 

emanate from the same sound system and are thus related. (All the sounds on the 

                                                                                                                                                           
remembered pain that Philomela’s psychic energy in the song is generated.’ (Hollander 1967: 136) 
However, for me this seems a quite remote reference to Philomela’s rage that I cannot trace in the 
text and music. 
 
10 But, paradoxically, intelligible language had to be used to tell her story, authored by men and sung 
by a female vocalist. 
 
11 Philomel the girl without tongue is unable to speak, and Philomel the nightingale can only sing 
without words. Babbitt’s next composition for soprano and tape, Phonemena, seems to be the logical 
consequence: this song consists entirely of notes with nonsense syllables, i.e. composed 
combinations of vowels and consonants. 
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tape come from the loudspeakers; moreover, old analogue tape imparts a similar 

quality to all sounds on the tape). And how would one otherwise designate the 

vocal-sounds-on-tape? These do not belong directly to the vocal persona as they do 

not sound naturally human, but rather electronically mediated. The pre-recorded 

vocal sounds are a bridge between the electronic sounds and the live voice. 

Does Philomel comes forth out of the electronic part, as Cone suggests? The 

piece begins with electronic and pre-recorded non-verbal vocal sounds on the tape 

which are then continued by the live soprano. The vocal part and the vocal sound on 

the tape are especially strongly related12 when the vocal part is performed by 

Bethany Beardslee, whose voice is also heard on the tape. I find this symptomatic of 

Philomel’s integration with her environment. But since it is the voice of the vocalist 

that we hear on the tape, one could say that the tape comes out of Philomel (part of 

the tape comes literally from the vocalist) rather than the other way round.13 In the 

second section of Philomel, Philomel hears her own echo, provided by the recorded 

vocal sounds on the tape. It is as if the tape part, or at least the vocal sounds on the 

tape part, renders in sound the subconscious vocal production and perception 

processes of Philomel: on the tape, we hear the sounds that Philomel subconsciously 

produces by non-verbal vocalizing (beginning of section one) or by aurally 

perceiving (the echoes of her own voice in section two). The echo suggests that 

these sounds do not come independently from her environment, but are an extension 

of her inner processes.14  

                                                        
12 Adamowicz (2011) points out that the live vocal part and the recorded voice are also related 
through shared pitch row forms. 
 
13 The priority of the vocal part is also dependent on the balance between voice and tape. In the 
recording by Bethany Beardslee (New World Records 80466-2), the tape part is quite soft when 
compared to the voice. When heard like this, the composition becomes one for soprano with some 
electronic sound in the background. While I prefer Beardslee’s performance, soprano and tape part 
are more evenly balanced in the recording by Judith Bettina (Neuma Records CD 450-74). Another 
factor is the often limited sound quality of such an early electronic tape when compared with the 
more impressive sound quality of live voice or that produced by contemporary recording techniques. 
On the other hand, a multi-speaker sound installation on the concert stage tends to diminish the 
impact of the vocalist.  
 
14 Adamowicz (2011) argues that the combination of the live vocal part and the recorded voice is a 
metaphor for Philomel’s split personality. Moreover, Adamowicz (2011: [7], [8]) finds the instability 
of Philomel’s fragmented psyche reflected in the serial structure (by way of ‘mutual partitioning’). 
According to Adamowicz (2011), the combination of the live vocal part and the recorded voice as 
well as the textual, vocal and serial relations between these parts reflect Philomel’s split personality. 
Adamowicz (2011) argues that Philomel’s personality is split between an emotional part full of fear, 
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Is the electronic part an electronic persona or a kind of instrumental persona; 

that is, a direct manifestation of the composer’s voice? I find it difficult to hear the 

electronic sounds as a separate persona, because of their proximity to the pre-

recorded vocal sounds on tape. But I also find it difficult to hear the tape part of 

Philomel as one unitary persona, because of the difference between vocal and 

electronic sounds. Moreover, it is not self-evident that one should hear the vocal 

sounds of a female vocalist directly as the male ‘composer’s voice’, thus 

complicating the concept of the tape part as a direct manifestation of the composer’s 

voice. At least some of the tape part is an extension of the vocal persona. Elsewhere, 

Cone describes how the instrumental part could be interpreted as the unconscious15 

of the vocal persona (Cone 1974: 35) – this may resemble the relationship between 

the electronic persona with the vocal persona in Philomel. 

If Philomel symbolizes the relationship of the musical persona with the 

vocal persona, this may be for different reasons than those proposed by Cone, at 

least with regard to electro-vocal music: rather because of the intertwining of 

musical and vocal personae and of the composer’s and vocalist’s voice. The 

vocalist’s voice has literally entered the composition. But Philomel is also an 

example of the stereotypically gendered narratives, with the depiction of women as 

passive victims of violence, and of the abstraction of the female singing voice as 

                                                                                                                                                           
rage and pain, and a rational part, used for planning the weaving of the tapestry and the revenge:  

 
Philomel’s meticulously woven tapestry can be likened to Babbitt’s serial matrix in terms of its requisite 
calculation and careful construction. This somewhat dispassionate calculation opposes the passionate 
rage felt by the victim of assault and speaks to the fragmented nature of Philomel’s psyche—a splitting of 
her personality. (Adamowicz 2011: [5]) 

 
Adamowicz (2011) associates the serial matrix with the maternal element and the rational, 

calculated serial structure with the planned calculation of weaving the tapestry, cooking the meal and 
organizing the revenge by Philomel and Procne, thus assigning feminine aspects to the serialist 
procedures. Adamowicz (2011) also finds Philomel’s transcendence manifested in the serial pitch 
structure. Thus, Adamowicz finds an empathic identification of the composer’s voice with the 
persona Philomel:  
 

[...] the dissolving psyche of a tragic heroine is given expression. It becomes possible that the 
figurehead of positivistic discourse in North American music theory possessed the capacity to 
empathize with the psychological condition of a wronged and increasingly unstable woman. 
(Adamowicz 2011: [13])  
 

15 In a later essay, ‘The world of opera and its inhabitants’, Cone suggests that in opera the inner life 
and the unconscious of the characters is brought to the (musical) surface, resulting in a heightened 
emotional intensity. Thus, the characters in opera can sometimes be consciously thinking the musical 
accompaniment, or the orchestra is sometimes playing the (musical) thoughts or musical imagination 
of the characters (Cone 1989: 133-8). 
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‘pure’ non-verbal sound. However, the extension of the vocal persona into various 

musical-compositional aspects, beyond the vocal part, shows an identification of the 

composer’s voice with Philomel. Last but not least, Philomel refers to the possibility 

of overcoming trauma through music. 
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IV.2 Anima 

 

With Lars-Gunnar Bodin’s composition Anima (1984)16, for soprano (or alto flute) 

and tape, I will extend the discussion on the composer’s voice and the vocal persona 

in relation to electro-vocal music. At first sight, in this case it seems self-

explanatory that, following Cone’s suggestions, the soprano part forms the vocal 

persona, and the tape part is the direct manifestation of the composer’s voice. 

However, the following analysis proposes alternative interpretations of the 

relationship between the vocal part and the tape part and suggests several options 

for assigning gender to these metaphorical voices. 

Anima has a duration of ca. 7’25”. There is no sung text: both voice and 

voice-like tape parts consist of vocalises. The tape has been produced using the 

sound synthesis computer program CHANT which works with analysis-resynthesis 

to generate voice-like synthetic sounds. Although the composition does not have 

any lyrics, the composer suggests, both through the title and in the sleeve notes17 

that the composition has a specific meaning: ‘the struggle within a human being to 

come to a reconciliation with his/her “anima”’18 (p. 8). The composer explains that 

‘man is always represented by the live voice’, and that the anima is symbolized by 

the motif on the tape consisting of a back and forth movement of the pitches f’-b’-

f’’ (see ex. IV–1). The soprano part starts with five other pitches in the first phrase 

(ex. IV–2); gradually pitches are added and she ends with all twelve pitches in the 

last phrase: the final note b’ completing the twelve tone set (ex. IV–3). The 

composer calls this b-natural the inner corte; the centre of the anima motif on tape. 

The tape part plays variations of the anima motif and ends with the same anima 

motif as heard at the beginning. 

‘Anima’ is the Latin word for breath, soul, life or mind. Howard Jonathan 

Fredrics, who wrote an extensive analysis of this composition in close cooperation 

with the composer, links Anima to the Jungian concept of the anima (Fredrics 2000). 
                                                        
16 Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden (Swedish Music Information Centre): 1991. 
 
17 On the CD COMPUTER MUSIC CURRENTS 7, Wergo 2027-2, 1990; performed by Kersten Ståhl. 
 
18 This is partly derived from Sven Fagerberg’s essay collection Bronshästerna (The Bronze Horses, 
1973). (Lars-Gunnar Bodin, sleeve notes to the recording of Anima, on COMPUTER MUSIC 
CURRENTS, VOL. 7, Wergo 2027-2, 1990; Fredrics 2000) 
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In Jung’s theory, anima is the unconscious femininity of man, the archetypical 

femininity related to feeling, sensuousness and human relationships, which is 

repressed by the normal male ego and projected onto women. Since the femininity 

of woman is normally considered not to be unconscious (the unconscious 

masculinity of woman is the animus), it is somewhat puzzling why Bodin mentions 

‘his/her anima’ if he meant the Jungian concept. If anima is taken as ‘life’ 

(breath/soul/mind), it is strange to represent it using the mechanical-sounding motif 

on the tape instead of the live singer (the motif on the tape has a voice-like timbre 

but sounds very artificial). If anima is taken to mean femininity, one may also 

wonder why ‘feeling, sensuousness and human relationships’ are represented by a 

mechanical sounding tape and why femininity is not represented by the female 

singer; the composer states that ‘man’ is represented by the (female) live voice19. 

One may wonder why this composition is not called Animus. This would 

acknowledge the gender of the singer, who, according to Jung, as a woman has to 

deal with her unconscious masculinity, her animus.20 If the tape part represents the 

anima, then the live voice must represent ‘man’ (not ‘humankind’ but the male sex). 

Such gender-bending is not uncommon: since the 19th century, male singers have 

almost never sung the roles of female personae, but female singers do sometimes 

represent male personae (Hosenrolle, see Dame 1994: 106); and in the previous 

chapter it was found that the use of electronic voices often tends to diffuse gender 

roles. Several stereotypes clash here: on the one hand the connection of femininity 

with body, on the other hand the connection of femininity with machine and with 

unconsciousness.21 

Fredrics interprets Anima as a ‘symbolic representation of the psychological 

and political struggle for humankind’s unification with its anima’. Again, 

‘humankind’ seems a strange generalisation: men are supposed, normally speaking, 

                                                        
19 Fredrics even associates the soprano part with the composer’s persona, remarking: ‘a subtle vibrato 
in the final mezzo-soprano note that lets us know that perhaps there is still some fear left in Bodin’s 
final approach towards the inner corte of his anima’. 
 
20 Also, although the tape sounds are within the normal register of the female voice, the timbre of the 
artificial voice-like sounds on the tape sound to me more male than female. This may be related to 
the fact that phonetic research has been based mainly on the male voice (Simpson 2009). 
 
21 An example of the dangerous connection between femininity and machine is the robot Maria in 
Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis (Morton 1993, Bosma & Pisters 1999). 
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to repress their anima, not women. Women have a different relationship to 

femininity than men. This conflation of ‘humankind’ with ‘man’ is common. 

However, we could also read this ‘struggle for humankind’s unification with its 

anima’ on another level: as the struggle for the reconciliation of a male-dominated, 

masculine society with its repressed women and repressed femininity. In this way, 

Fredrics’s text is symptomatic of the situation he hopes to overcome: although the 

concept of anima/femininity is of central importance to his analysis, no women are 

mentioned. ‘Man’ seems to be represented by the male composer whose work, 

especially in the field of pitch structure, is central to Fredrics’s analysis. No 

attention is paid to the work of the female singer, nor to the musical features that 

specifically concern vocal performance, and that are less objectifiable: breath, 

melodic contours, register, intervals and pacing. 

Central to Fredrics’s analysis is the notion of ‘intervallic symmetry’. He 

relates all pitches to the b’, the central pitch of the anima motif on the tape and 

called inner corte by the composer in the sleeve notes to the CD. This b’ is the 

central note of the tape part but is avoided by the soprano until the last note, a 

unison b’ produced both by the soprano and the tape. In the last phrase of the 

soprano part, pitch symmetry is obvious: it starts with the interval f’-e’’ and 

gradually narrows down to b’ (see ex. IV–3). But Fredrics argues that all the pitches 

found in the soprano part are more or less symmetrically related to the inner corte. 

However, for this he obliterates notes that do not fit into this symmetry and he 

sometimes reduces intervals by means of octave transposition in order to reach their 

pitch classes as they relate to the inner corte b’. As early as the first phrase of the 

soprano line (bars 4–7), as well as in bars 11–14 and bars 17–20, the c#’ (-10) 

disturbs the symmetry of the pitches eb’’ (+4), d’’ (+3), ab’ (-3), g’ (-4), f#’’ (+7) 

and e’ (-7) around b’ (ex. IV–2, IV–4, IV–5). To find symmetry not only in the 

collection of pitches but also in the succession of pitches, is even more difficult; see 

for example the third entrance of the soprano (ex. IV–5): g’ (-4), eb’’ (+4), f#’’ (+7), 

d’’ (+3), ab’ (-3), e’ (-7), g’ (-4), ab’ (-3), g (-4), c#’ (-10). Fredrics describes this 

third soprano entry thus: as ‘not only do the individual pitches of the vocal entrance 

tend towards symmetry around the inner corte, but they are also arranged in a 

manner that is approximately symmetrical in their distribution around the temporal 

midpoint of the line.’ (The temporal midpoint of this line is at the second g’!) 
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During the piece, more pitch classes are added to those sung by the soprano. The 

order in which the different pitches are introduced can be described as roughly 

symmetrical around b’ if register is not taken into account (in which case +10 = -2): 

c’’ (+1) and db’’ (+2) in bar 39, a’’ (+10) and bb’ (-1) in bar 41, f’’ (+6)22 in bar 64 

and b (± 0) in bar 70 at the end of the piece. Fredrics summarizes this as a ‘free but 

clear use of abstract symmetrical pitch’.  

Fredrics’s analysis is based on pitch class (thus independent of register). But 

for a singer, register is as important as pitch class. To sing a pitch one octave higher 

makes a huge difference for the singer (in terms of physical effort) as well as for the 

listener (timbre). If, like Fredrics, one only considers pitch class and not the octave 

in which the note occurs, the implication arises that one is analysing music as an 

abstract logical object with disregard for the actual sound, its physical 

characteristics and the bodily effort involved in producing it. If one takes register 

into account, another aspect of the vocal part’s asymmetry is highlighted: in the first 

phrase, the pitch range of the soprano is c#’ – eb’’. This range is gradually extended 

upwards as far as the c’’’ in bar 56. Thus, her pitch range is not symmetrical around 

b’.  

Moreover, melodic intervals and rhythm are more important for the 

character of a melodic phrase than pitch class alone. Taking into account the 

importance of melodic intervals and rhythmic pacing, I interpret the composition as 

follows: 

The first phrase of the soprano consists of two tritones, one minor second 

and one fifth (bars 4–7, ex. IV–2). Gradually, the soprano sings more, different, 

intervals; in the last phrase, all intervals occur (bar 68–72, ex. IV–3). Intervals and 

melodic contour shape the expressive quality of a phrase. As a result of its 

descending contours, the descending minor second and tritone, and through its calm 

pacing, I perceive the first phrase of the soprano as a kind of lamentation. Although 

it avoids the pitches of the tape, it imitates the tape’s melodic intervals by singing a 

tritone twice. In bar 28, the vocal part has acquired a more lively and mild character 

with its lullaby-like, gentle rocking in the middle range (e’ – eb’’) and a somewhat 

                                                        
22 The f’ is found in the printed score as early as bar 41; however, Fredrics determined in the 
manuscript that this has to be a f#’. 
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faster rhythm with mild syncopation (ex. IV–6). From bar 40 on, pitch classes, pitch 

range, melodic intervals and rhythm are all expanded and further varied. The 

flowing last phrase starting at bar 68, is symmetrical with regard to pitch, leading to 

the final b’, that merges and rubs with the b’ on the tape as a result of the slow, 

irregular vibrato of the last long vocal note. 

The tape part on the other hand, starts and ends with a static, strict 

symmetry. From bar 21 onwards, this symmetry becomes gradually disordered 

through the varying of the motif with pitches and melodic intervals of the soprano 

(bars 22, 27, 32) as well as through the use of heterophony and portamenti, that 

make it sound out of tune (bars 21, 25, 36–47). This culminates in the ‘mechanical’ 

polyphonic repetitive motifs (m. 48–62) which, as Fredrics shows, are symmetrical 

around b’ with respect to each other, that extend toward the symmetric pitch range 

bb – c’’ and that end in a pitch cluster (bars 63–65). (Note that the pitch range of the 

tape bb – c’’’ is perfectly symmetrical around b’.) After the pitch cluster, the 

symmetrical anima motif is heard once more. 

What about the relationship between tape and voice? In the first section 

(bars 1–20) there is no temporal overlap between the tape and the vocal part, except 

for the long inner corte note on the tape; and tape and vocal part have different 

pitches (see ex. IV–2, bars 1–9). By repeating and sustaining the inner corte tone 

and by sounding the extremes of the piece’s pitch range (bb–c’’’), symmetrical 

around the inner corte b’, the vocal part is framed by the tape. In bar 18, two pitches 

in the vocal part are adopted from the tape in bar 16 (ex. IV–5, bars 16–20). In 

section 2 (bars 21–36), the tape and vocal parts go on to exchange pitches, but now 

the tape part adopts pitches from the vocal part. The tape part in bar 22 adopts 

pitches from the vocal part in bars 17–19 (ex. IV–7, bars 16–24), after which similar 

pitches are again used by the voice in bars 23–24. In bars 27–35, a similar pattern in 

the relationship between tape and vocal part occurs a second and third time. In the 

third section (bars 37–46), there is less of quasi-interaction between vocal part and 

tape. The anima motif in the tape sounds heterophonically distorted and somewhat 

out-of-tune as a result of the portamenti, while the soprano part becomes more and 

more varied, building up with a higher note in each phrase (g’’ in bar 39, a’’ in bar 

41, bb’’ in bar 45) (see ex. IV–8, bars 39–41). In the fourth section (bars 46–67), 

the tape and soprano parts are contrasted. The soprano part becomes more varied, 
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with longer phrases directly after one another (ex. IV–9, bars 54–59). However, the 

tape consists, quasi independently, of mechanical polyphonic and repetitive motifs, 

ending in a slow, static rendering of the anima motif against a pitch cluster covering 

the extremes of the pitch range (bb–c’’’) (ex. IV–10, bars 60–65). This contrasts 

with the lively, varied, expanded vocal part. In the final section (bars 67–72), there 

is a similar, but quieter contrast: the tape reverts to the original anima motif above 

which the soprano sings her flowing, converging, symmetrical last phrase (ex. IV–

3). With the last tone, tape and voice merge and rub at the same time. 

I would describe the development of the composition as follows:  

1. Tape: static;  

Voice: confined (bars 1–20); 

Relationship: (almost) no overlap; tape confines voice; voice adopts a few 

pitches from the tape; 

2. Tape: variation, heterophony, gliding, order disrupted;  

Voice: movement, coming to life, gaining more freedom (bars 21–36); 

Relationship: tape adopts pitches from voice; more overlap; 

3. Tape: heterophony, gliding, order disrupted;  

Voice: exploration, expansion (bars 37–46); 

Relationship: less overlap, less interaction; 

4. Tape: mechanical polyphony, order disrupted;  

Voice: more expansion, variation, virtuosity (bars 46–67); 

Relationship: quasi-independence, contrast; 

5. Tape: return of static motif; 

Voice: equilibrium, reconciliation (bars 68–72); 

Relationship: quiet contrast, merging and rubbing. 

This division of the piece into five sections corresponds with Fredrics’s, but 

my interpretation of what happens in these sections differs. Fredrics states that the 

relationship between the voice and the tape part progresses ‘from the struggle of 

predominance of one part over the other, wherein each has its own identity, towards 

a merging of temporality and content.’ Fredrics interprets the final merger of 

soprano and tape part in two ways: 1) the merger of humanity and technology 

resulting in a loss of independence of the human being; 2) the Jungian integration of 

the masculine and feminine elements of the unconscious. But I do not agree. As my 
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description of the relationship between the tape and vocal part above shows, I do not 

perceive a continuous development of merging between voice and tape. 

Fredrics’s desire to find symmetry throughout the composition obliterates 

the differences between the soprano and the tape part. The most important 

difference between soprano and tape can be found in the timbre and in the micro-

fluctuations in the time and frequency domain. When listening superficially, the 

tape sounds may resemble the voice, especially when tape and soprano sound 

together; but when listening more attentively, the synthetic vocals on tape sound 

very artificial. This is, to a significant degree, due to the regularity of the synthetic 

voice sounds; a human voice changes more or less continuously with respect to 

frequency, timbre and volume. In addition, the soprano part has a ‘human’ quality 

as a result of its imperfect symmetry and its mastery of more varied pitches, 

intervals and rhythms. The tape part has a ‘mechanical’ quality due to the static 

symmetry of the anima motif, the association of variation with disorder, and as a 

consequence of the repetitive, symmetrical polyphony. Even the last soprano phrase, 

with its perfect pitch symmetry, contrasts with the tape part as a result of its 

flowing, irregular, ‘non-mechanical’ rhythm.  

My interpretation takes the perspective of the vocal persona instead of the 

theoretical perspective offered by the composer and elaborated on by Fredrics. From 

my perspective, the development of the piece resembles an individuation process of 

the vocal persona: the soprano starts with few possibilities, avoiding the tape 

material in the background while being contained within its limits of pitch and 

timing. She adopts a few pitches from the tape, then, in section 2, goes her own way 

while the tape becomes, as it were, influenced by her. In section 3, she explores 

more possibilities while leaving the tape unaffected and in section 4 her material is 

further expanded while the order of the tape part becomes disrupted and 

subsequently returns to its static status quo. In the last section, the soprano 

concludes with the final balanced phrase incorporating all pitches and intervals in a 

quiet but lively rhythm, while the tape part functions as a reference base; on the 

final b’, she even enters the microtonal realm with her controlled, slow vibrato. 

Fredrics hears this vibrato as ‘a slight trembling’, suggestive that ‘perhaps there is 

still some fear left in Bodin’s final approach towards the inner corte of his anima’. 

However, I do not hear trembling or fear, but mastery. I do not hear a loss of 
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independence on the part of the soprano, rather, for me, she gains possibilities, 

balance and control. 

The tape part on the other hand does not undergo such a development, but 

ends with the same motif as in the beginning. According to the composer, the 

soprano represents ‘man’. This ‘man’ seems to go through a process of 

individuation during the piece. The anima motif symbolizes unconscious femininity. 

This functions as a static background. When the anima motif changes, it is as if it 

becomes disturbed and disordered, rather than developed. If the soprano part is 

taken to represent ‘man’, then Anima ignores women and it fails to acknowledge the 

different positions of men and women with regard to femininity. In addition, due to 

the static anima motif, Anima presents a depressing representation of femininity. 

Yet, let’s look more seriously at the ‘his/her anima’ as mentioned in the 

composer’s sleeve notes: ‘the struggle within a human being to come to a 

reconciliation with his/her “anima”’. Let’s assume that the soprano represents 

woman and that she struggles with her anima. In this case, the piece would resemble 

the individuation process of a woman. For women, femininity is not so much 

repressed but rather the (conscious or unconscious) norm. The woman in this 

composition is at first sadly confined by this normative anima motif, while she 

avoids joining it in unison. During the piece, she begins to explore more and more 

possibilities. This unsettles the anima. After this exploration, the woman attains a 

state of balance in which she uses the anima as a reference point and in which she 

possesses all possibilities, all pitches and intervals. She is able to maintain all 

possible distances to the anima, even microtonal differences and unity. What 

worries me, however, is that the anima motif on the tape does not change, even after 

it becomes disordered during the piece. This static notion of femininity conforms to 

the Jungian idea of the archetype, according to which such stereotypes form 

unchanging foundations. 

How can one apply Cone’s dramatic-musical theory to this composition for 

soprano and tape? Following on from Cone, one could say that the singer performs 

the role of the vocal protagonist and that the electronic tape part is the direct 

component of the composer’s voice. But is the tape part of Anima the direct 

component of the composer’s voice? Technically, yes, because its sound comes 
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directly from the composer, without a performer as intermediary.23 But in the sleeve 

notes of Anima, the composer suggests considering the composition as a 

representation of the inner psychic life of ‘man’, consisting of its conscious identity 

(the vocal part) and its unconscious femininity or ‘anima’ (the tape part). This is in 

line with Cone’s idea that the instrumental accompaniment could be interpreted as 

the indirect, unconscious component of the vocal persona. However, although here 

the vocal persona of Anima must be ‘the conscious identity of man’, it is sung by a 

woman. Moreover, the composer’s suggestion throws up the interesting possibility 

that the direct component of this male composer’s voice is a musical representation 

of a mechanical, static unconscious femininity.  

However, concerning Anima, I tend to associate the composer’s voice more 

with the vocal part than with the tape part. This is for several reasons: because of the 

composer’s remark that the voice represents ‘man’, because of the lively, human 

character of the vocal part when compared to the static quality of the tape part, and 

because of the non-lingual, instrumental character of the voice, which could also be 

performed by an alto flute. Fredrics also associates the soprano part with the 

composer’s persona remarking that: ‘a subtle vibrato in the final mezzo-soprano 

note that lets us know that perhaps there is still some fear left in Bodin’s final 

approach towards the inner corte of his anima’. To consider the female vocal part as 

the most direct component of the composer’s voice in a composition, is exceptional; 

Cone does not do so. However, this may (partly) explain why the work has not often 

been performed by vocalists, but more by flautists.24  

Whether or not the tape or the vocal part is considered as a direct component 

of the composer’s voice, a travesty is at play here. However, as the composer 

suggests in his sleeve notes, the composition as a whole, the implicit musical 

persona, can also be considered to be the composer’s voice. In this instance, the 

relationship between voice and tape is central. In my interpretation, it suggests that a 

healthy, creative and productive relationship between man/woman and the anima 
                                                        
23 Cone does not acknowledge the role of the sound engineer or sound diffusion performer who 
determines the exact sound of the tape during the concert by adjusting the volume, balance and tone, 
and by placing the speakers. 
 
24 Soprano Rosemary Hardy, who commissioned the work, performed it three times; it was also 
performed by Kerstin Ståhl, as heard on CMC 7. Information personally conveyed by the composer, 
email 4 July 2004. 
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(collective unconscious femininity) is possible by way of an individuation process. 

However, this composer’s voice also suggests that the archetype of femininity is 

static and that, while it could become temporarily disordered, it will not change or 

develop. 
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IV.3 Hildegard’s Dream 

 

Chant d’Ailleurs (1992)25, Hildegard’s Dream (1994) and Borges y el Espejo 

(1992) by Alejandro Viñao form a trilogy for soprano and computer.26 According to 

his own programme notes,27 the composer was inspired by, respectively, 

Mongolian, Medieval European and classical Arabic / Turkish musical traditions to 

develop an imaginary style concerned with non-metric melisma and ornaments 

instead of melody, harmony and large scale form. How does this music relate to 

‘elsewhere’ (d’ailleurs)? This music from ‘elsewhere’ consists of non-western and 

ancient musical features combined with electroacoustic technology and style. It 

lacks clear metre, features prominent use of melisma, ornament and timbre, non-

semantic lingual sounds and little text,28 as well as extended vocal computer sounds 

and live female voice. In performance, the sound of the live voice and that of the 

computer are fused through the adding of artificial reverberation to both and 

diffusing them through the same loudspeakers. The computer is used to extend the 

ornaments and timbre of the voice, to add microtonal pitches and to transform 

timbres. Many computer sounds come from recorded vocal sounds which are 

subsequently processed; however, the (professional or unprofessional) vocalists 

from whom these voice sounds originate, are not mentioned. Some computer sounds 

resemble the male voice, others resemble the female voice (for example the voice of 

Frances Lynch, who premiered these compositions). The composer writes that he 

based the music on the chanting traditions of Mongolia, classical Arabic singing and 

medieval European monophonic singing (sleeve notes p. 3). Chant d’Ailleurs, for 

example, is based on a Mongolian folk tune (p. 4) and Borges y el Espejo is loosely 

                                                        
25 Chant d’Ailleurs won the first prize, ‘Golden Nica’, of the Prix Ars Electronica 1992. 
 
26 The scores and tape parts are published by the composer, www.vinao.com. 
 
27 Programme notes in the scores and on the CD ALEJANDRO VIÑAO – HILDEGARD’S DREAM, INA 
GRM, MUSIDISC 244942, 1994, France. 
 
28 ‘Imaginary language’, with the French words ‘chant d’ailleurs’ and several Spanish words in 
Chant d’Ailleurs; fragments and variations of Latin text by Hildegard von Bingen in Hildegard’s 
Dream; and varied Turkish words in Borges y el Espejo. 
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based on a Turkish song.29 However, Viñao mentions neither the names of these 

tunes nor the source from which he gathered them (such as the musicians, the 

recording, etc.) The music and sounds ‘from elsewhere’ are appropriated by the 

composer without acknowledging the identity of the ‘others’. 

Hildegard’s Dream (1994) is inspired by Western medieval melismatic 

religious monophonic singing. The composer combined Latin words and phrases 

from different texts by Hildegard von Bingen. The composer provides the following 

programme note for the piece: 

 
When I was composing ‘Hildegard’s Dream’ I imagined that amidst these visions, 
Hildegard had a dream, too awesome, too frightening, too beautiful to be recorded or 
even to be acknowledged to anybody, perhaps not even to herself. It was a musical 
dream: the armies of the Islam are overrunning Europe. Hildegard is attending a 
performance of one of her vocal compositions which the Lord has ‘revealed’ to her in 
one of her visions. The piece is being sung by 80 nuns of her own convent. Half way 
through the performance the nuns start singing long notes which unfold micro tonal 
intervals and motifs which no longer speak of God but suggest the forbidden modes 
of the infidel. The original melismatic rhythms had now turned into figurations with 
no clear meter, the text, still in Latin, features both the names of Christ and Allah in 
it. The dream would be an intolerable nightmare if the music were not so 
overwhelmingly beautiful. Hildegard is suddenly woken up by her singing. (sleeve 
notes CD MUSIDISC 244942) 
 

A translation into English of the Latin text is provided by the composer in the score 

and in the sleeve notes of the CD. The first strophes contain the textual material 

which goes on to be varied and repeated in the second half: 
 
Flower come to me, 
with ardent longing 
dearest flower, we run to you. 
Flower of love, 
the Word of God grows bright. 
 
Oh! Fear. 
You do not know or see or taste 
the One who has set you here. 
Oh! soul. 
 
I am Allah. 
flower of love, come to me. 
Praise, praise to be you Christ, praise. 

                                                        
29 The sleeve notes of the CD MUSIDISC 244942 mention: ‘loosely based on a Turkish semi-
classical song’ (p. 10). The preface to the score states: ‘I based the invented singing style on the 
traditions of different Eastern musics and in particular on one Turkish/Ottoman classical song [...]’ 
(p. II). 
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Oh! Sun, 
carry us on your shoulders, 
back to the most just.... 
 
Oh! king of kings, 
Ah! Rama, Zeus, Allah, 
oh! God, 
who are you? 
oh! 
 
[...] 
 

The piece starts with long sustained tones in the computer part30 sounding rather 

like chant sung by male voices. The computer part functions somewhat like a choir. 

The soprano enters with a long c’ on the word ‘flos’ (flower), one octave higher 

than the computer part and in unison (ex. IV–11). Her long tones develop into florid 

melismatic phrases, like medieval chant, with some microtonal sliding; 

accompanied by long stable, gliding or wavering tones in the computer part. The 

computer part forms a base or accompaniment of ‘electronic’ voices, often sounding 

quite human, sometimes more electronic (for example, at bars 116–119), and that at 

some points become transformed into ‘instrumental’ electronic sound (e.g., at bars 

48, 78, 108), supporting or dissolving the solo voice. The composer writes in the 
                                                        
30 Reference to a ‘computer part’ respects Viñao’s terminology. In the instructions for the score 
(purchased in 2003 from the composer), the computer part is described as ‘music played by the 
computer’ and as digital ‘tape’ (ADAT), in which a click track is included to help the singer 
synchronize with the tape (a click track is not heard by the audience but only by the performer via 
headphones). A training audio CD-r was provided, with the computer part in mono on one channel 
and the click track on the other channel. This suggests that the computer part is both pre-recorded 
and fixed and is thus similar to a tape part (or, following the terminology of Dutch composer Ton 
Bruynèl: ‘sound tracks’ – ‘klanksporen’ in Dutch). However, in 2013 Viñao remarked to me 
personally that the computer part may be played as one continuous sound file (similar to a digital 
tape part), as is done in most cases, or as multiple sound files triggered live by the performer via for 
example Max/MSP software, as is done by vocalist Agata Zuber (email 19 May 2013). This last 
option gives the performer more flexibility with regard to timing. This is an example of how the 
division between tape music and live electronic music is becoming less strict as a result of computer 
technology (although playing different sections or fragments of a tape part at different moments of 
the performance was also already done with analogue tape, this was less convenient and less 
flexible). Viñao also prefers the term ‘computer part’ because it suggests more flexibility than ‘tape 
part’:  

 
Also, and perhaps more important: the term ‘pre recorded tape’ suggests an inherent inflexibility, 
regardless of context and specially regardless of sonic content. By contrast when we read ‘a computer 
part’ we do not automatically feel the same inflexibility. We imagine that it will depend on the context 
and that it is up to the composer and/or the performer to find the necessary flexibility required for that 
particular piece using the appropriate technological means. (Personal e-mail correspondence, 19 May 
2013). 
 

On the rigidity of tape part and click track, see Chapter III.2. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

IV The Vocal Persona 
 

116 

score that ‘[m]ost of the sounds played by the computer have been created using an 

actual human voice as a departing sound source’ (p. 4). Because of the long tones 

and long melismas, the text is seldom recognisable. The piece ends with the soprano 

quietly singing: ‘quis es tu, Deu-a’ (note that ‘dea’ is Latin for goddess), which 

dissolves in the quasi-vocal computer sound. 

The piece opens with a clear, recognisable melismatic phrase for the 

soprano, somewhat in the style of medieval chant, supported by a steady reference 

tone in the computer part (ex. IV–11). But during the piece, the phrases and tones 

gradually drift away from such stability, with microtonal gliding and less clearly 

recognisable phrases. There is no longer a familiar style; the pitches of soprano and 

computer fuse in microtonal or dissonant intervals, losing a stable musical identity. 

The moments when soprano and computer coincide in unison on the same pitch 

(e.g. m. 9, 28, 45, 77) are stable reference points in this otherwise changing and 

gliding texture. However, such stability is not always what it seems. When the voice 

sings the same tone as that heard on the computer part, the computer part seems at 

first to function as a support for the voice. But in bars 45–48, the voice gradually 

disappears into the c’ heard in the computer part, which gradually changes from 

‘voice-like’ to ‘electronic’, quasi-instrumental sound (see ex. IV–12). At the end of 

several other phrases, the voice also merges with, and disappears into, the computer 

sound; at other moments, the voice seems to emerge from it. Long tones have two 

different functions in this piece: as a stable reference, and as a fluctuation of pitch, 

timbre and loudness. From bar 95 onwards the loss of stable identity seems to reach 

a zenith as soprano and computer part form loosely microtonal, dissonant chords on 

the words ‘Rama, Zeus, Allah, O! Deus quis es tu? O!!’ At this point, the computer 

part contains both quasi-vocal and quasi-instrumental sounds. On this last ‘O’, the 

soprano has to sing a microtonal glissando while gradually changing the vowel 

sound from ‘o’ to ‘u’ and the dynamic from forte to pianissimo, disappearing in the 

computer sound (ex. IV–13). The tones of the soprano and computer parts glide and 

form microtonal and dissonant intervals, seldom meeting at the same pitch (ex. IV–

14). With the words ‘quis es tu Deu-a...’ the piece ends with long tones for soprano 

and computer part, rubbing at a microtonal distance from each other. My 

interpretation is that the theme of this composition is loss of identity both of the 
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vocal persona and of sound (voice merging with computer), pitch, rhythm, musical 

style and religion.  

However, an even more radical identity confusion could be occurring here 

than the one staged by the composer. These three compositions were premiered by 

Frances Lynch. One can also recognize her voice on the computer parts. When she 

performs the piece, her processed vocal sounds form a bridge between the live voice 

and the computer part. However, these pieces can be sung by other sopranos as well. 

On first hearing Hilde Torgersen’s recording,31 I was confused. The timbre of this 

mezzo soprano voice is quite different from the recording by Frances Lynch, with a 

timbre that more closely matches the male-like quasi-vocal sounds than the female-

like sounds of the computer part. Thus, Hilde Torgersen’s voice merges differently 

with the computer part than Frances Lynch’s, resulting in a different relationship 

between the live voice and the computer part. The (quasi) male-like computer 

vocals merge more with Torgersen’s voice. The female-like computer vocals, 

sounding like the voice of Frances Lynch, do not merge so much with Torgersen’s 

voice; the two parts can thus be independently identified. Thus, the character of the 

live voice influences how one hears the computer part. Moreover, Torgersen’s voice 

in Hildegard’s Dream differs considerably from Torgersen’s often more female 

sounding voice in the other pieces heard on the CD. Thus, Torgersen adapts her 

voice to the style of the composition and to the male-like quasi-vocal sounds on the 

computer part. Computer part and live voice influence each other. The sound of the 

live voice influences one’s perception of the computer part. However, the sound and 

style of the live voice were also influenced by the computer part and by the 

composition as a whole. 

According to the instructions of the composer in the score, during 

performance both voice and computer part must have electronic reverberation added 

to them and must be diffused through the same loudspeakers, so as to merge live 

voice and computer part. Since both a live performance and a CD recording sound 

through loudspeakers, one may wonder what the difference might be, except for the 

visual appearance of the singer on stage, the different social ambiance and the 

probably superior sound equipment of the concert hall. Why compose a piece for 

                                                        
31 On the CD HILDE TORGERSEN – VOICE STORIES, Albedo ALBCD 012, 2001, Norway. 
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live vocalist when her voice will be heard through loudspeakers? Why not pre-

record the soprano’s part, combine it with the computer part and send this through 

the same loudspeakers? One obvious answer is that people don’t like to go to a 

concert hall just to hear music through a pair of loudspeakers. Another implication 

of such a piece for soprano and computer is that different interpretations, by 

different vocalists, are possible as, for example, testified by the recordings I 

described above. In this respect, the essence of music composed on a score is not its 

live performance, but the possibility of multiple performance interpretations, 

whether live or recorded.32 Above all, however, I consider this composition to be a 

staging of the loss of identity of the Western classical vocalist as she adopts other 

singing styles and sounds, merges with the sounds of the computer part and loses 

her sonic identity by having her voice mixed and fused with the computer sounds.  

What does this fusion of vocal and computer parts imply regarding the 

composer’s voice and for the relationship of vocal and electronic personae? The 

vocalist is present on stage and, as such, a vocal persona is established. However, 

since both electronic and vocal sounds are electronically transmitted and diffused 

through the same loudspeakers, it may be difficult to differentiate between the live, 

recorded and manipulated vocal sounds. It is easy to identify elements of the 

computer part with the vocal persona. Thus, the vocal persona is ‘larger than life’ 

and expands into the computer part. Those elements of the computer part are 

strongly connected to the vocal part and do not form an independent voice or agent. 

However, other elements of the computer part have a more independent (‘electronic’ 

or ‘instrumental’) sound. Moreover, the computer part consists of different, more or 

less manipulated, voices of unnamed others. This computer part is not a unitary 

electronic persona, because of its internal multiplicity and its strong connection to 

the vocal part. 

                                                        
32 Similarly, Nicholas Cook (1995–1996) argues that it is not only the presence of the performer(s) 
that is essential for the notion of performance, but also the irreducible difference between a score and 
its performance(s): “the idea of performance embodies a principle of difference” (Cook 1995–1996: 
34). José A. Bowen also makes this point: ‘If the goal of a performance is to exactly mimic an Urtext 
recording, then why not simply play the Urtext recording and forget the concert? The point of live 
music is that it is always different.’ (Bowen 1999: 441) I would like to add that this is not only the 
point of live performance, but also of recordings of live performances. Why else release several 
different recordings of the ‘same’ composition? 
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However, not only does the vocal persona extend into the computer part, the 

reverse is also true. As a result of the fusion of electronics and voice, the computer 

part absorbs the vocal part (also literally, through the diffusion of both through the 

same loudspeakers). The vocal part is fragmentary and consists more of extended 

vocal embellishments and timbre changes than of a recognizable melodic vocal line. 

The directions in the score are very detailed and leave little room for interpretation 

by the vocalist. The vocal part has a quite instrumental character and is ‘difficult to 

remember’, as the composer remarks in the foreword to the score. As such, it lacks 

vocal identity and there is no clearly defined vocal character. Not only is the 

computer part an extension of the vocal part, but the vocal part is also an extension 

of the computer part. 

Because the identities of vocal and computer parts are diffuse, both are in 

the grip of the implicit composer’s voice, the complete musical persona. ‘Loss of 

identity’ pervades the composition on many different levels and in many different 

aspects, especially in relation to the vocal sounds, the vocal persona and the 

electronic persona. However, this does not threaten the composer’s identity. 
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IV.4 Conclusion 

 

The compositions discussed above demonstrate that a pre-recorded electroacoustic 

part (‘tape’) is not necessarily a unitary, separate entity, but may merge with the 

vocal part.  

The electroacoustic sounds often fuse with the vocal sounds. In some 

compositions, the recorded voice of the vocalist provides the source material for the 

electroacoustic part. The electroacoustic part may be associated with the 

unconscious of the vocal persona or could express the intertwining of inner and 

outer worlds.  

The electroacoustic parts may not be unitary; different domains can be 

discerned: voice-like sounds, quasi-instrumental sounds, electronic sounds, sounds 

that merge with the voice or are clearly differentiated from the voice, sounds that 

combine heterophonically with the vocal part or sounds that form a 

(quasi)independent strand.  

Identity and transformation play an important role in the compositions 

discussed here. This particularly comes to the fore in the relationship between the 

vocal part and the electroacoustic part. The metaphorical composer’s voice and the 

vocalist’s voice often merge. In the event that the vocalist’s voice is heard on the 

tape part, it may seem to annex it. On the other hand, by treating the voice in an 

abstract, instrumental way and by diffusing the identity of the vocal persona, the 

implicit musical persona, i.e. the composer’s voice, takes over – but this may 

involve an empathic identification of the composer’s voice with the vocal persona. 
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V 

 

THEMA (OMAGGIO A JOYCE): 

A LISTENING EXPERIENCE AS HOMAGE TO CATHY BERBERIAN1 

 

 

Although live performance is the core of Cathy Berberian’s work, in Luciano Berio’s 

tape composition Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) (1958) her role is different. Tape music is 

not performed by a live performer; in a concert situation, the performance of the 

composition consists of the playing of the tape. What does this imply for the role of the 

vocalist? What is Berberian’s role in Thema?  

This essay begins with a critical discussion of the writings of Berio and others 

about Berberian’s part and the role of the female voice in Thema (Omaggio a Joyce). 

Philosophical, literary and phonetic theories on the voice (by Cavarero, Attridge and 

Fónagy) provide counterparts that help to conceive the voice in a different way. In line 

with the notion of the open art work,2 or better: the open work of interpretation and the 

listener response theory,3 I will discuss the role of the female voice within different 

interpretations of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce). It is possible to relate its allusion to the 

mythological Siren to language and sound, female voice and technology. 

                                                
1 This chapter will appear as an article in Pamela Karantonis, Francesca Placanica, Anne Sivuoja, Pieter 
Verstraete (eds.), Cathy Berberian: Pioneer of Contemporary Vocality. Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 
forthcoming. 
 
2 Flo Menezes (2005: 36–37) argues that Berio’s compositions are open artworks, open to a continuous 
and endless process of interpretative settling. But from a standpoint of listener/reader response, one 
could argue that this process of interpretation does not have to be licensed by the composer or by the 
artwork but that it is the responsibility of the listenener/reader/spectator as to how to interpret any work 
of art or music. 
 
3 For the listener response theory see Dame (1994: 45–64). 
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V.1 Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) 

 

Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is one of the first tape compositions with a female voice and 

it belongs to the canon of twentieth-century art music.4 The work was composed as part 

of the radio documentary Omaggio a Joyce: Documenti sulla qualità onomatopeica 

del linguaggio poetico, produced by Luciano Berio and Umberto Eco in 1958 at the 

Studio di Fonologia of the RAI in Milan. (This radio documentary was not broadcast at 

the time.) It was later released on CD by CIDIM/RAI (2000).5 Different stereo versions 

of the composition Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) were released on LP and CD.6 The 

recording that was restored and remastered under supervision of Berio in 1995 and 

released on CD in 1998 is my main reference for this chapter.7 The duration of this 

recording is 8 minutes and 12 seconds. 

Although sometimes not recognisable as such, Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is 

completely made of electronically manipulated vocal sounds, almost all derived from a 

recording of Cathy Berberian reading-performing the beginning of ‘chapter 11’, the so-
                                                
4 For example, it is discussed in music histories such as Griffiths (1981), Morgan (1991), Taruskin (2005). 
 
5 This CD comes with the book: Veniero Rizzardi & Angela Ida De Benedictis (eds), Nuova Music alla 
Radio: Esperienze allo Studio di Fonologia della RAI di Milano 1954 – 1959 (CIDIM/RAI, Italy, 
2000). I thank Els van Swol (Donemus / Music Center the Netherlands) for offering me this book and 
CD. 
 
6 There are the following releases of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) on CD:  

- a version without the ouverture on the CD ACOUSMATRIX 7, BERIO / MADERNA, BVHaast CD 
9109 (1991);  

- a re-edited and restored version on the CD LUCIANO BERIO: MANY MORE VOICES. BMG 
09026-68302-2 (1998), which claims to be a ‘world-premiere release’, in which ouverture and 
main section form one composition;  

- the version that is a part of the radio documentary ‘Omaggio a Joyce: Documenti sulla qualità 
onomatopeica del linguaggio poetico’, produced by Luciano Berio and Umberto Eco in 1958, 
in which the ouverture and the main section are put in different parts of the documentary and 
do not form one composition (released in 2000 on CD with the book by Rizzardi & De 
Benedictis, see above).  

The sound quality of these three recordings differs remarkably.  
Previously, there were several releases with and without the ouverture on LP. 
Versions without the ouverture are not authorized by the composer (Scaldaferri 2000: 150–152n64). 
Originally, Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is a composition for four-track magnetic tape (for four 
loudspeakers), initially realized in double stereo; for the radio documentary it was reduced to mono; on 
LP or CD it is in stereo (Scaldaferri 2000: 100, 126, 150n62, 150–152n64, 152n65; Berio 2000: 252). 
Flo Menezes published on CD (accompanying a book in Brazil in 1996) a recording of Thema 
(Omaggio a Joyce) without ouverture. Berio commented that it would be better if the reading by Cathy 
Berberian were included in a next edition, because then one would understand the work better 
(Menezes 2005: 34).  
 
7 BMG 09026-68302-2, see above. 
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called ‘Siren Chapter’, of James Joyce’s Ulysses. The composition starts with an 

unmodified recording of this reading, the ouverture. After these first two minutes, the 

rest of the composition consists of fragmented, manipulated and superimposed vocal 

sounds – often clearly recognisable excerpts from the ouverture. Despite extensive 

manipulation, Berberian’s specific vocal timbre and intonation is a distinctive feature 

of the composition. 
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V.2 The forgotten voice 

 

Many sleeve notes and other texts about Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) are based on an 

essay Berio himself wrote about this composition, published in 1959. In ‘Poesia e 

musica – un’esperienza’ (‘Poetry and Music – an Experience’),8 Berio writes about some 

aspects of his ‘experience’ of working on Thema (Omaggio a Joyce). In this essay, 

Berio relates Joyce’s text to the music, but writes almost nothing about the voice. He 

does not even mention whose voice it is; he only mentions ‘a female voice’ (Berio 

2000: 238).9 Berio's essay suggests that the spoken text is a neutral extension of the 

written text.10 In Berio's text, only two male authors appear – Joyce and Berio – as the 

following indicates: 
 
I made this experiment attempting a gradual, musical development of the verbal elements 
alone, as they were proposed by a female voice reading a poetic text. (Berio 2000: 238)  
 
In particular, in this experience, the phenomenon was the recorded reading of the opening 
sentences of chapter 11 of James Joyce’s Ulysses; the episode called Sirens. (Berio 2000: 
238) 
 
[...] my intention was only to develop the reading of Joyce’s text in a restricted field of 
possibilities dictated by the text itself […] (Berio 2000: 254) 
 
All is implicit in the joycean original […] (Berio 2000: 248) 

 
 Thus, Berio places himself in the footsteps of Joyce. Many others follow Berio’s 

suggestion and conceive of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) as a pure development of 

Joyce’s text. Cathy Berberian’s name rarely surfaces in this context. For instance, 

Dreßen's extensive analysis of Thema does not even mention that there is a female 

voice: ‘the text becomes sound’ (Dreßen 1982: 45–46, 54). He analyses the 
                                                
8 The original Italian version appeared in Incontri Musicali: Quaderni internazionali di musica 
contemporanea 3, Milano: Suvini Zerboni, 1959, pp. 98–110. It appeared in German (‘Musik und 
Dichtung – eine Erfahrung’) in Darmstädter Beiträge zur neuen Musik 2, 1959, pp. 36–45; and in French 
in Contrechamps 1, 1983 pp. 24–35. Here I use the text published in Italian and English (trans. Alessandra 
Petrina) in Rizzardi & De Benedictis (2000: 236–259); this text is a reproduction of the original with a few 
minor variations by the author. I use the English translation of this publcication. 

9 This disregard of Berberian is even more remarkable when one considers the fact that Berio and 
Berberian were married and often collaborated. This may suggest that this is an ideological disregard, not a 
personal one (I thank Pamela Karantonis for this remark). 
 
10 Berio calls Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) ‘a transcription, transmutation and paraphrase of a text’ in a 
letter to Pierre Boulez, January 26, 1981; at the Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel (microfilm 072), quoted 
by Scaldaferri (2000: 100). 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

V Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) 
 

125 

composition without the ouverture. Although Berio considered the ouverture an essential 

part of the composition, Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) has often been published on LP or 

CD without Berberian’s unmodified reading11 – this is in itself already a way of 

downplaying Berberian’s contribution. Dreßen’s analysis pivots on the transformation of 

language into music and vice versa.12 This is the same theme as is central in Berio's 

essay about Thema.13 

 Agostino di Scipio (2005) explicitly analyses Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) based 

on the intentions of the composer as described in Berio’s essay (Di Scipio 2005: 1). 

Di Scipio argues that the technical-compositional procedures of tape editing (‘sound 

processing’) are taken directly from literary procedures of ‘word processing’ in 

Joyce’s text, and that an analysis must consider the position of Berio (and of his friend 

Umberto Eco, with whom Berio and Berberian studied Joyce’s text) in relation to 

Joyce (Di Scipio 2005: 11). Although Di Scipio acknowledges the importance of 

Berberian’s voice, he does not consider her voice in his analysis: Berberian’s vocal 

rendering provides Berio with ‘sound material’, but the ‘musical material’ is in 

Joyce’s chapter (Di Scipio 2005: 11). And while Marie Christine Vila (2003: 53–54, 

72) argues convincingly that Cathy Berberian must have introduced Berio and Eco to 

Joyce, and also shows how Joyce’s work remained important for her throughout her 

career, it is remarkable that Di Scipio only relates Berio and Eco to Joyce (based on 

                                                
11 Scaldaferri (2000: 150n64). 
Dreßen (1982: 278) refers to the recording on the LP Phi 836.897 DSY. 
 
12 Dreßen (1982) discerns a regular, almost symmetric form in Thema, in which the transitions of language 
into music/sound and vice versa are central. Dreßen (1982: 48–55) proposes the following scheme (without 
ouverture):  
 
 First part: text to mixed; [0–1'00] 
 Middle part: 1. mixed to electronic; [1'00– 2'36] 
   2. text to electronic; [2'36–3'26] 
   3. mixed tot electronic; [3'26– 4'54] 
  Last part: mixed to text. [4'54–end] 
 
Some of Dreßen's boundaries between parts consist of a silence, but not all the silences in the piece 
mark a new part. Moreover, around Dreßen's boundaries there are recurring musical elements or 
motives, which seem to 'glue' the different parts together; for example the rhythmic /s/'s around the 
division between M1 and M2. 
 
13 Dreßen stresses the importance of the speech sound /s/ as a pivot between language and music or sound: 
as 's' it belongs to language, but it can also heard as noise. Berio (2000) also stressed the dual character of 
the /s/ as both noise and linguistic sound. 
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remarks by Berio).14 Cathy Berberian comes into play when Di Scipio argues that 

Joyce’s text functions for Berio as a Siren, incarnated by Cathy Berberian’s voice (Di 

Scipio 2005: 7). Di Scipio even compares Berio with Ulysses himself (Di Scipio 

2005: 8, 22). But while for Ulysses (Leopold Bloom in Joyce’s text) the Siren’s song 

is an invitation to abandonment and forgetfulness, Di Scipio argues that Berio-Ulysses 

responds to the Siren’s song (Joyce’s text) with an act of construction, keeping his 

own identity and responsibility for his own actions.15 However, Di Scipio also 

discerns in Bloom’s listening the seeds for the act of decomposition–recomposition as 

practiced by Berio, who thus follows Joyce’s suggestions.16  

 So we have the premise that in his own essay on Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), 

Berio places himself in the footsteps of James Joyce. In other analyses of this 

composition, the expert-listener-musicologists follow Berio’s suggestions and thus 

continue a patrilineal chain of Joyce – Berio – expert-listener-musicologist.17 Such a 

listener focuses on and identifies with the ‘composer’s voice’, the imaginary 

composer’s persona, as theorized by Edward Cone. ‘To listen to music […] is to make 

the composer’s voice one’s own.’ (Cone 1974: 157) Instead of such identification 

with the male composer, I propose here to focus on the female voice.

                                                
14 Di Scipio (2005: 3, 18).  
 
15 Berio and Eco do suggest this with their statement: ‘This time, the song of the Sirens has not been an 
invitation to abandonment and oblivion. In fact, we have replied to it with a constructive exploit’ in the 
radio documentary ‘Omaggio a Joyce: Documenti sulla qualità onomatopeica del linguaggio poetico’, 
CD Rizzardi & Benedictis (see above), track 47, on which Di Scipio (2005: 8) elaborates. 
 
16 By his ‘non-linear’ way of listening, Bloom produces an interior distance to the ‘Siren’s song’ (Di 
Scipio 2005: 20–22). 
 

Berio et Bloom réagissent tous les deux au chant de leurs sirènes respectives, en se prédisposant à l’écoute 
mais en la déformant à leur façon. Dans cette perspective, on dirait que Berio est (refait) Bloom. [...] 
Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) est l’écoute intérieure de Berio qui s’écoute en train de lire Joyce, et en train 
d'écouter son Siren (Joyce dans la voix de Berberian). (Di Scipio 2005: 22) 

 
17 Another example of a discussion of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) that follows Berio and his article and 
that focuses on the relation of the composition to Joyce’s Ulysses, is Bossis (2007). 
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V.3 The creative voice 

 

The disregard of Berberian’s voice in Thema is of specific importance in the light of 

Adriana Cavarero’s (2005) investigation of the voice in philosophy.18 She shows how in 

the Western metaphysical tradition the voice has been devalued in favour of theory and 

other metaphors of vision. She argues that logos became devocalized from Plato on. 

Moreover, the split between language and voice is gendered: the voice and the body 

became feminine, while language and mind are gendered as masculine.  

 
Feminized from the start, the vocal aspect of speech, and furthermore, of song appear 
together as antagonistic elements in a rational, masculine sphere that centers itself, instead, 
on the semantic. To put it formulaically: woman sings, man thinks. (Cavarero 2005: 6)  
 
[I]n the (notoriously dichotomous) symbolic patriarchal order, man is conceived as mind 
and woman as body. The division of logos into a purely feminine phone and a purely 
masculine semantikon, finally, accomplishes and confirms the system. (Cavarero 2005: 
107)  
 

Cavarero proposes an alternative ontology based on the voice, in which the following 

related concepts are central: body, relations, singularity, plurality of voices, and 

resonance. Cavarero argues that the voice is never neutral or anonymous, but that it 

reveals the embodied uniqueness of the one who emits it.19 The voice implies ‘a deep 

vitality of the unique being who takes pleasure in revealing herself through the emission 

of the voice’ (Cavarero 2005: 4). ‘What it communicates is precisely the true, vital, and 

perceptible uniqueness of the one who emits it.’ (Cavarero 2005: 5) 

 Most writings on Thema fit into the metaphysical tradition criticized by 

Cavarero. Berio’s essay, in contradiction with his ideal to ‘purify once for all our 

musical habits from any dualistic residue’ (Berio 2000: 256), shows a hierarchic 

dualism. A male composer, working with and writing about compositional and electro--

acoustic technology, and a male writer both function as authors. The text of the male 

composer-author is silent regarding an anonymous female vocal artist, who functions as 

‘phenomenon’ (Berio 2000: 238), as vocal material. By means of classification and 

electronic sound technology, the male composer creates ‘a subtle distance from the 
                                                
18 I thank Anne Sivuoja for recommending this book to me. See Cecconi (2005) and Smart (2005) for 
some critical reviews of this book, which criticize Caverero’s account of the operatic voice. 
 
19 Kottman in Cavarero (2005: XVIII). 
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natural, conventional aspects of a speaking voice’ (Berio 2000: 248). In Berio’s essay, 

the male author-composer highlights issues of composition technique; he does not write 

about the female voice. 

Onomatopoeia in Joyce’s work was the theme of the radio documentary by Berio 

and Eco that initiated Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), named Omaggio a Joyce: Documenti 

sulla qualità onomatopeica del linguaggio poetico. They state: 
 
There is a moment in the existence of a language when the word, prior to any conventional 
usage, becomes one with the object it denominates: this is the moment of onomatopoeia, 
in which the object acquires an almost tangible apparency through the sounds that suggest 
it. Initially, onomatopoeia is nothing but an irresistible instinct for imitation, almost a need 
to reproduce nature.20  
 

And they give examples such as ‘the voice of a negro’ and ‘the calls of American 

Indians that perfectly match the songs of the birds’. In the radio documentary, Berio and 

Eco associate onomatopoeia with instinct, unawareness, reproduction, nature, non-

Western people and women – these are others of masculine rationality. Again, gendered 

dualism is at stake. 

 An alternative is suggested by Derek Attridge (1988). In relation to the Siren 

Chapter of Joyce’s Ulysses, he argues that onomatopoeia is not a natural imitation of 

extra-linguistic referential sounds but an artificial language game. Readers do not pro-

nounce the phonemes of onomatopoeia in an automatic, instinctive way, but show vocal 

inventiveness when interpreting the onomatopoeia, related to the context, grammar and 

rules of the art of onomatopoeia itself and their knowledge of the referred sounds. The 

unusual onomatopoeia of Joyce’s Siren Chapter especially intrigue and challenge the 

reader. According to Attridge: 
 

[T]o respond to onomatopoeia of any kind it is necessary to have learned how to do so, 
because it means overriding the normal procedures of language comprehension [… 
O]nomatopoeia requires interpretation as much as any other system of signs does […]. 
Reading a literary text is not a ‘natural’ activity[.] (Attridge 1988: 141) 

Difficulty in pronunciation according to the normal rules of English may also encourage 
the reader’s inventiveness […M]ost readers probably take the unpronounceability of 
‘Mrkrgnao!’ as an invitation to imitate a cat’s cry in a way less stylized than the 
conventional ‘Miaow!’ [… T]he extraordinary sequence of letters clearly gives the reader 
more scope for a bravura performance and in so doing provides greater pleasure[.] 
(Attridge 1988: 147) 

                                                
20 Text of the recording in Rizzardi & De Benedictis (2000: 340), trans. Anne Prina Ricotti. 
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Thus, onomatopoeia is not an automatic, natural mimesis of the extra-linguistic sound to 

which it refers; it is always related to the rules of language and to the rules of the art of 

onomatopoeia. The pleasure of onomatopoeia is, among others, that it invites the reader 

to interpret, to play with the vocal sounds and vocal organs and to go beyond the rules of 

normal language. 

 In his essay, Berio writes that with the help of electronic technology he created a 

subtle distance from the ‘natural’ and ‘conventional’ aspects of a speaking voice. Taking 

the ‘immediate musicality’ of the vocal text as the main basis for the composition would, 

according to Berio, limit the composition ‘to the field of onomatopoeia’, which, 

according to Berio, represents the most elementary stage of spontaneous musical 

expression (Berio 2000: 242). However, following Attridge, we can infer that especially 

in regard to the onomatopoeia, Berberian’s reading is already far removed from ‘natural’ 

speaking and is rather a sophisticated vocal play. 

 Ivan Fónagy (1983) argues that actors and orators are artists. Even the most 

faithful interpretation transforms the written work. Delivering a text aloud is never a 

neutral reading. The vocalisation of a text implies many meaningful choices.21 Fónagy 

studied various strategies of ‘vocal creation’ and analysed different vocal interpretations 

of the same text.22 A spoken text differs from a written text: added are intonations, 

rhythms, pauses, timbres, etc. A written text can partly suggest some of these elements, 

but there is always an enormous free space left for its creative vocal performance. 

Indeed, in her large monograph Luciano Berio: Chemins en musique (1985), 

musicologist Ivanka Stoianova23 reveals the insights of those who do mention 

                                                
21 As Ivan Fónagy states: 
 

L’acteur, le récitant sont des artistes dont l’art consiste à transmettre une oeuvre verbale; c’est en passant 
inaperçus qu’ils s’acquittent le mieux de leur tâche, permettant ainsi à l’auditeur une confrontation directe avec 
l’oeuvre poétique. Mais le mot transmission, comme le mot traduction, est trompeur. Transmettre, “interpréter” 
une oeuvre, ce n’est pas la mettre entre les mains du public, comme le fait, avec le livre, le vendeur de librairie. 
L’interprétation, même la plus fidèle, transforme et remanie – sans le vouloir – l’oeuvre interprétée [...] [L]a 
réalisation de chaque phonème suppose un choix multiple et tout choix est significatif. (Fónagy 1983: 316) 
 

22 ‘La création vocale’ is a term of Fónagy (1983: 235). 
 
23 This large overview of Berio’s oeuvre (500+ p.), in which the French-Bulgarian musicologist 
discusses the main trends in his work as well as individual compositions, is supplemented by many 
quotes of Berio and others around him who were interviewed by Stoïanova. The book won the Prix de 
l’Académie Charles Cros for the best book on music in the French language in 1985. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

V Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) 
 

130 

Berberian’s special role in the making of Thema (Stoïanova 1985: 148–157).24 Umberto 

Eco, who was present at the recording, remembers that Berberian read ‘The Sirens’ in 

English, playing with the onomatopoeia and rhythms in an admirable way.25 Berberian 

herself stresses her creative role: how to read the text was her decision.26 Berberian’s 

reading-performing of the Siren Chapter was not a neutral rendering of the written text, 

but a creative act. 

 In the ouverture, it is possible to hear that Berberian’s reading is a 

performance, a play, in which she delivers an exceptionally lively and musical 

interpretation of the text. This becomes clearer when one compares her reading with 

the readings of others in the radio documentary – and Eco’s remark about her 

admirable reading suggests a similar evaluation. But in his essay, Berio relates these 

differences in quality to the different languages, not to the exceptional vocal creativity 

of Berberian: 
 
But the French text was read by two voices, one female and one male, put together to 
compensate, thanks to the different vocal timbres, that degree of discontinuity and 
onomatopoetic effectiveness that is undoubtedly more present in the English language. 
As for Italian, even less suitable on this level, we used three different voices. (Berio 
2000: 244) 
 

Again, Berio’s neglect of Berberian’s vocal creativity is notable. 

When listening to Thema, it is impossible not to hear Cathy Berberian’s voice. 

Some of Berberian’s original vocalising even kept its specific character in the main 

section, although the voice is processed, fragmented, cut into pieces, and recomposed 

into estranged combinations. Without her specific voice, the composition would have 

been substantially different. But this is not only because the voice is the revelation of the 

uniqueness of the one who emits it, as Cavarero argues; Berberian’s voice is first of all 

                                                
24 In an interview with Rossana Dalmonte, Berio does mention the voice of Berberian in relation to 
Sequenza III, Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), Circles and Visage, as a ‘second Studio of phonology’ (‘des 
oeuvres qui sont toutes liées à la voix de Cathy Berberian, laquelle a été pour moi une sorte de second 
Studio de phonologie’). Luciano Berio: Entretiens avec Rossana Dalmonte, trans. Martin Kaltenecker 
(Paris 1983; orig. 1981: 125).  
David Osmond-Smith mentions Berberian’s share: ‘[Berio] recorded Berberian’s marvellously apt 
reading of it’ (Osmond-Smith 1991: 61). 

25 U. Eco in Stoianova: ‘”...Cathy lisait ‘Les Sirènes’ en anglais, en faisant jouer les onomatopées et tous 
les rhythmes de façon admirable.”’ (Stoïanova 1985: 150). 
 
26 ‘”[Berio] m’a donné le texte de Joyce et c’était à moi de décider comment le lire.”’ (Stoianova 1985: 
150). 
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remarkable as a creative act. Another voice would not only have revealed another unique 

being, but also would have had another artistic quality, with other artistic consequences 

for the composition. Berberian not only was passively revealed by her voice: she actively 

created vocal art. Cavarero, however, does not conceive of vocalization as action, as 

Kottman points out (in Cavarero 2005: xxi–xxv). Kottman contrasts Cavarero’s ontology 

of the voice with Hannah Arendt’s politics of action. Action is not forced by necessity 

but is the impulse to initiate, to begin something new. 
 
‘Action’ [...] is not a given – like the sheer fact of the voice’s singularity or the uniqueness 
of one’s own embodiment. Being born with ‘a voice like no other’ does not, in the end, 
guarantee or determine the actions performed by that singular voice. (Kottman in Cavarero 
2005: xxv )  

 
The musical practices of Cathy Berberian and of other creative vocalists show that the 

voice is more than a metaphor for a new ontology: vocalisation is a creative act. Cathy 

Berberian’s voice reveals a vocal artist who initiated new ways of vocal performance.  
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V.4 The Siren’s voice 

 

But there are more ways in which the female voice is central to Thema. This 

composition is not only a record of Cathy Berberian’s exceptional vocal creativity. 

Thema is not only made of and with a female voice – it is also a composition about the 

female voice. This is already suggested by the choice of the ‘Siren Chapter’ from James 

Joyce’s Ulysses; as well as by the fact that the composition consists entirely of the 

sounds of a female voice and that the transformation of vocal sounds into non-vocal 

sounds and vice versa is an essential feature of this work. 

 Referring to Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) Paul Griffiths remarks that ‘[i]nevita-

bly one is tempted to interpret the breakdown of the text as a metaphor of mental 

disintegration’ (Griffiths 1979: 38). Such an interpretation of non-verbal female vocal 

sound resonates with myths about the female voice that circulate in opera, film, 

psychoanalysis and other cultural realms, as discussed by Kaja Silverman, Michel 

Poizat and others (see below). And, indeed, it is possible to interpret Thema (Omaggio 

a Joyce) in this way, as I will do here. 

 One could divide the main section of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) (after the 

ouverture) into three parts. The first part (2’00–2’25) and the last minute (7’06–end) 

are relatively calm and simple, with many intelligible words and relatively few 

electronic manipulations. The larger middle part has a more hectic character, with a 

denser texture, many short staccato sounds and few intelligible words. 

 In the first part of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce)’s main section, the musical texture 

is relatively simple and accessible. The female voice utters words like: 
 
a veil 
a sail 
far far 
[save] 
a veil awave 
throstle fluted 
the spiked winding cold silent Liszt's [ssssssssssss] 
I feel 
so lonely  
blooming 
Liszt's rhapsodies [ssssssssss] 27 

                                                
27 These words and their spelling are as cited in Berio’s essay (Berio 2000). Words / speech sounds 
between parentheses are not in this original but are an artefact of the composition. In the original text, 
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The intonation of the words suggests expectation, not closure, as in an unfinished 

sentence or a continuing story. The words suggest distance (a veil covering something, a 

veil waving towards someone far away, a sail far away, far far), coldness and loneliness. 

(The association of Ulysses sailing at a distance from the Sirens comes to the fore.) 

Together with the promising, attractive and mysterious tone of the voice, desire, 

attraction and distance is suggested. The voice beckons to come. 

  From 2'25 on, the music gets more and more excited and confusing, with mostly 

short, fragmented, isolated and repeated words. It ends with ‘war’. Then, at 2'58, 

glissando's of streams of quick repetitive sounds – sharp chirruping electronic sounds – 

are combined with a swarm of short, staccato, fragmented words, with sometimes a short 

accentuated electronic sound.28 There are ups and downs in intensity. The voice is 

disintegrated and often drowned by the electronic sound. At 3'55, a clear, stammering 

‘so lonely’ is followed by clusters of wild, hectic sounds. One can hear: ‘[more and 

more]’. Then, 4'30–5'30: soft ‘sssss’ and ‘soft word’ – this part is relatively calm with 

few words; varied and multi-layered, and less wild, less aggressive and less dense; with 

resonating, echoing voice sounds (as in an indoor swimming-pool or cave) and with 

melancholic long and low blowing sounds (at 5'00 and 5'02), like a foghorn. Then, at 

5'30 fast, accelerated voices are followed by a swarm of agitated, staccato, unintelligible 

voice fragments. Clearly discernible is the word ‘morbida’, an Italian word in female 

form meaning ‘soft’. ‘Far’ and ‘war’ are also discernible; chirruping sounds, some 

echoing sounds. At 6'05, wild stormy noise bands drown the voice sounds until 6'50. 

Then a less dense texture with unintelligible words leads to the last minute.  

 At 7'06, the voice utters calmly and warmly intelligible words. The words or 

word groups mostly have a descending intonation, accompanied by some calm, low 

tones. Some resonating, echoing vocal sounds are reminders of the wild middle part.  
 

                                                                                                                                       
‘sssss’ is a part of ‘hisssss’. Due to montage and other electroacoustic manipulations, the sequence and 
frequency of the understandable words in the main section of the composition vary greatly from the 
original text / recording and many sounds are not recognizable as (parts of) words.  
 
28 Since all sounds are derived from the recording of voice, strictly speaking none of these sounds is 
‘electronic’. However, some sound like voice sounds, others sound like electronic sounds. 
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soft word 
soft word 
alas 
listen 
each and for other plash 
and silent roar 
Liszt’s rhapsodies 
hisssss 
so sad 
pearls 
hisssss 
when she 
soft word 
roar 
alas 
Liszt's 
hisssss 
and soft word 
other plash 
listen 
far 
war 
hisssss 
soft word 
listen 
when she 
hisssss 
 

Words, timbre and intonation suggest distance and a melancholic acquiescence.  

 The Sirens are notorious for their pure vocality, their dangerous wordless 

singing. Following this association, one could interpret the main section of Thema 

(Omaggio a Joyce) as follows:  

 

 

I) Odysseus is still far away from the Sirens, hearing their invitation;  

 

II) coming in confusing proximity, a fight or war, aggressive voices coming out of 

a wild sea of sound, voices being drowned by noise, in the middle also some 

mysterious musical sounds, slightly more structured, and then again agitated 

voice sounds, drowned by swamping noise;  

 

III) past it, being far away again, now melancholic and acquiescent. 
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ouverture 0'00–2'00  unmodified voice 

 

I  2'00–2'25/2'58 simple and quiet, words, -invitation/attraction-  

   

II  2'58–4'30  noisy, fragmented words, -confusion- 

  4'30–5'30  more calm, varied, no words, -eye of the storm- 

   5'30–7'06 fast, accelerated fragmented words, noise bands, -storm- 

 

III  7'06–8'12  calm, simple, quiet, words, -melancholic- 

 

 

In I) and III) language is related to pleasant, quiet distance. In II) non-verbal vocal 

sounds are set in a noisy, confusing environment. 

 There are two main cultural fictions regarding the valuation of non-verbal vocal 

sound. It is often suggested that the young child in its pre-discursive phase lives in 

phenomenological fullness and directness, enveloped by the mother’s voice. Some 

provide a positive interpretation of this situation as ‘pleasurable milieu’, ‘bath of sounds’ 

or ‘sonorous envelope’, that ‘which surrounds, sustains, and cherishes the child’.29 On 

the other hand, Kaja Silverman (1988) finds negative versions of the ‘maternal voice 

fantasy’ in Michel Chion's book La voix au cinéma (1982) and in dominant cinema. 

Chion (1999: 61, 62) describes the situation of the baby as being in an ‘umbilical web’; 

the voice could be ‘a nurturing connection, allowing no chance of autonomy to the 

subject trapped in its umbilical web’. In the negative version of the pre-symbolic situa-

tion, the impotence of the baby is stressed, not its phenomenological plenitude: ‘Trapped 

within the suffocating confinement of the mother's voice, the newborn child resembles a 

prisoner or a prey’ (Silverman 1988: 75). The baby's situation is often associated with 

and projected on the mother’s voice, as Silverman shows. This leads to a projection of 

discursive impotence on the female voice, on female personae and on women in general, 

                                                
29 Kaja Silverman (1988: 72) refers to Guy Rosolato, Mary Ann Doane and Didier Anzieu. See also 
Dame (1994: 70). 
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as in classic Hollywood film and in 19th century opera, in which the female cry is of 

central importance.30  

‘The cry’ is the exemplary non-linguistic vocal sound. In opera or in film, this 

cry is often a diegetic cry of fear by a female character; but in general ‘the cry’ stands 

for any non-verbal vocal sound, which can be frightening or alluring. According to 

Michel Poizat, the verbal utterances serve as a contrast to highlight the translinguistic 

vocal sounds.  
 
[I]t is not in unintelligibility itself that lyric jouissance resides but in the progressive 
dissolution of meaning under the effect of a logic of musical composition that then escapes 
the logic of verbal expression. Now this effect is all the stronger, by contrast, when 
intelligibility is properly ensured wherever the composer has decided, consciously or not, 
to have it respected. (Poizat 1992: 45) 

 

Poizat (1992: 150) links the Sirens with the figure of Woman, Voice and Death, and the 

inaccessible, impossible vocal object. This lost vocal object is the hypothetical pure cry, 

when the young child might not yet be embedded in the symbolic order of language and 

the cry might not yet have any meaning, but the mother might have a perfect response to 

it. This lost pure voice becomes the object of a drive. The vocal object is ambivalent: it is 

the object of the desire for pure, immediate, fully present voice – but it is inherently 

lost.31 The vocal object is desirable but dangerous: the listening subject would lose 

himself and ‘die’ in the pureness, immediacy and presence of the vocal object, devoid of 

any meaning. Distance, difference, absence, loss and lack are inherent in language. 

Signifiers as well as signifieds are defined by their differences. Language is distinct 

from direct sensory reality: a word is not the thing to which it refers; when one hears 

meaning, one does not hear pure sound. In Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, the 

acquisition of language is related to the castration complex: to enter the symbolic order 

is to leave the realm of phenomenal plenitude.32 However, this loss is based on a fantasy. 

The entry into the symbolic order produces the desire for the supposedly-lost object.  

 The ambivalence of the vocal object accounts for the above-mentioned strong 

negative or positive valuations of non-verbal vocal sound. Such a negative representation 
                                                
30 See also Chapter II and III. 
 
31 For the Lacanian vocal object, as discussed by Poizat (1992), see also section VI.1 in the next 
chapter. 
 
32 See Silverman (1988) for an elaboration of this Lacanian semiotic point of view. 
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of a non-verbal female voice can be discerned in the main section of Thema (Omaggio a 

Joyce). The musical environment of the words in the first and last parts is clear, pleasant 

and attractive. The words themselves give a relative structure or order, and there are few 

disturbing, unusual sounds or noises. On the other hand, in the middle part, disintegrated 

language goes together with disharmonic, noisy, seemingly unstructured sound 

suggesting a fight or war: aggressive voices coming out of a wild sea of sound, voices 

being drowned by noise, agitated vocal sounds, drowned by swamping noise. This 

musical setting seems to affirm Griffith’s association with ‘mental disintegration’.  
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V.5 Odysseus, the Sirens, voice and technology 

 

Griffiths states that in Western music, singing without words is rare, because ‘to have a 

singer mouthing unintelligible words would be to invite the danger of absurdity’ 

(Griffiths 1979: 36). But this restriction does not apply to tape music, because ‘the 

unseen singer no longer need[s] to behave with rational decorum’ (Griffiths 1979: 36). 

Thus, electro-vocal tape music facilitated the development of live performed non-verbal 

vocal music.33 

 
It is arguable that Berio's Sequenza III for solo voice (1965) would not have been possible 
if its meaningless sounds had not been legitimized by earlier electronic pieces, notably 
those of Berio himself. (Griffiths 1979: 36) 
 

With the help of technology, the vocal abject,34 the ambivalent repulsion of the non-

verbal female voice, seems less threatening. 

 Odysseus did something similar: he was able to listen to the singing of the Sirens 

by means of a rational trick. Etty Mulder (1994) elaborates on Horkheimer & Adorno 

(1987; orig. 1944/1947), who consider the stratagem of Odysseus as the first act of the 

rationalising mind in Western history. The singing of the Sirens is alluring and 

dangerous; giving in to this female attraction leads to the death of the male sailors. 

According to Horkheimer & Adorno, the death caused by the Sirens is the death of 

subjectivity and of egocentric consciousness; it is a fatal regression into an archaic state 

of consciousness, Mulder stresses. Odysseus is warned about the fatal Sirens; but, 

Mulder remarks, instead of avoiding them by taking another route, he wants to listen to 

them without having to die. And he succeeds by devising a rational trick: he puts wax in 

the ears of his sailors and lets himself be chained to the mast. Now Odysseus can hear 

the Sirens without coming in fatal proximity to them. In Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold 

Bloom has a similar position, Di Scipio argues: he wants to deliver himself to the 

                                                
33 This line of reasoning does not acknowledge the influence of, among others, the dadaïst sound poetry 
from the beginning of the 20th century by Hugo Ball, Kurt Schwitters, and others. Nevertheless, for the 
further development of sound poetry in the second half of this century, the tape recorder was also of 
crucial importance. Another example of earlier artistic non-verbal vocalising is scat singing in vocal 
jazz, which also originates from the beginning of the 20th century. 
 
34 For the female voice as abject, see Dame (1994: 80–87). 
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singing of the Sirens without giving up his freedom; he wants to participate and stay 

at a distance at the same time.35 

 Mulder and Horkheimer & Adorno compare this warding off of the power of the 

Sirens’ singing with the submission and objectification of nature by the rational human 

mind of the Enlightenment. According to Horkheimer & Adorno, the process of 

rationalisation leads to a destruction of nature. But Mulder interprets Odysseus' trick in a 

more positive way. She opens up the possibility that the Sirens survived. She asks how 

the Sirens sung after Odysseus sailed away, and suggests that they could emerge any 

time from behind a piece of music (Mulder 1994: 42). Odysseus makes an 

overwhelming listening experience possible without having to die and without silencing 

the singing of the Sirens. He created the conditions for his own temporal self-abandon-

ment. The singing of the Sirens as well as Odysseus' subjectivity can both survive. 

 The equation of the feminine with nature, with the male ratio as its master, is a 

common stereotype. It is significant that Mulder, in her interpretation, does not let the 

female Sirens disappear. She also states that Odysseus projects his own feeling of being 

fatally attracted onto the singing of the Sirens. It is not the Sirens who are dangerous; the 

danger is in Odysseus himself (Mulder 1994: 41). Mulder stresses that Odysseus not 

only tries to gain control over the dangerous singing of the Sirens, he also tries to retain 

‘his object “the primordial mother and her voice”’.36 She suggests that he keeps this 

object as a memory, as an introjection. By experiencing the voices of the Sirens without 

coming too near, Odysseus strengthens his self-consciousness and identity. 

 Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) was made in the early days of electro-acoustic music. 

At the time of its composition, the discourse about avant-garde music was modernist: it 

was concerned with control, analysis, distance from tradition and the invention of 

systems. Serialism, a rational, invented system for composition, was of central interest.37 

Essays by Karlheinz Stockhausen and Milton Babbitt, among others, exemplify a belief 

                                                
35  Bloom semble s’abandonner au chant des sirènes, sans renoncer pour autant à sa liberté. Il veut participer (« 

être une partie ») et en même temps, il veut rester à l’écart, en dehors. C’est en cela que son caractère est « 
odysséen ». Et c’est pourquoi Joyce l’appelle « unconquered hero » (p. 340), précisément comme le héros 
d'Homère. (Di Scipio 2005: 20.) 

 
36 Mulder (1994: 40); my translation. 
 
37 With ‘serialism’ I do not (only) refer to twelve-tone technique or dodecaphony but mainly to what is 
also called integral, total, general or multiple serialism, that is the use of series of various musical 
parameters. 
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that electronic sound technology could be the means for a total control of the musical 

results. In his writings, Berio distances himself from a theoretical, systematic serialism. 

But the method of de-composition, analysis and re-synthesis or re-composition, which he 

described in his essay on Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) (Berio 2000), is related to serialism. 

Berio’s references to Odysseus, whose stratagem can be considered as the first act of the 

rational mind, and to a female voice that functions as ‘material’, also fit into this context  

 According to Mulder’s interpretation, Odysseus' rational trick does not destroy 

the Sirens; it protects him and makes it possible for him to introject their singing. 

Likewise, the electronic sound technology in Thema does not destroy the female 

voice. Cavarero (2005) ignores the recording of voice – a remarkable omission. The 

recorded voice opens up the possibility of voice as écriture, and supplements 

Derrida’s account of the voice as the antipode of writing.38 A vocal recording favours 

dissemination and re-interpretation.  

 Cathy Berberian’s voice in Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is a feminine voice: 

alluring and partly non-verbal. But, unlike in the stereotypical narratives of opera and 

film, this voice does not die. While Mulder argues that Odysseus has kept the voice of 

the Sirens as an introjection in his psyche (as a memory), on the other hand in Thema 

(Omaggio a Joyce) the female voice is externalized, objectified and incorporated into 

an electro-acoustic artwork; as such it is an even more enduring, autonomous force 

than Mulder’s Sirens. This artwork has become separate from both the original female 

vocal subject (Cathy Berberian) and the original male listening-composing subject 

(Luciano Berio). That way, the call of the Sirens is not a private experience of a male 

hero anymore; everyone can listen to, interpret and introject the work of Berberian 

and Berio in one’s own way, and share this with others. 

 

                                                
38 In De la grammatologie (1967) and other publications, Derrida deconstructed the ideology of full 
presence in which writing is considered merely a derivative of speech and voice. 
See Chapter VII and VIII. 
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V.6 Another listening experience 

 

An incentive to interpret Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) differently could come from 

Cavarero’s historical account of the myth of the Sirens. The myth that the Sirens sing 

wordless cries is a later development: 
 
In the tradition that runs from the Romans to the present day, the Sirens in fact tend to 
embody the lethality of a pure, harmonious, powerful, and irresistible voice that is 
almost like an animal cry. Half woman, half beast, they represent a vocal expression 
that is ‘different’ from the humanized sphere of the phone semantike. (Cavarero 2005: 
103)  
 

Originally, in Homer’s account, the Sirens narrate by singing, their song is a tale, they 

vocalize stories. And they see and know all. The Sirens were recounting to Odysseus his 

own story (Cavarero 2005: 115). Only later did the Sirens undergo a fate similar to the 

cultural fiction of the female voice in general: they became wordless-singing, crying 

creatures. This comes with a division between (masculine) meaningful speech/language 

on the one hand, and (feminine) meaningless, embodied, ‘pure’ vocal sound on the other 

hand.  

 
The fact that the voice is a pure vocality that says nothing further assures an 
extraneousness to the semantic dimension of logos that only increases the feminine nature 
of the voice itself. In other words, in the (notoriously dichotomous) symbolic patriarchal 
order, man is conceived as mind and woman as body. The division of logos into a purely 
feminine phone and a purely masculine semantikon, finally, accomplishes and confirms 
the system. (Cavarero 2005: 107) 
 

This division is not neutral, but brings with it a hierarchy of man above woman, rooted 

in the association of the voice with the mother: 
 
[T]he devocalization of logos appears as yet another figure of the symbolic matricide of 
which patriarchal culture leaves many transparent traces. (Cavarero 2005: 208) 

 
The above interpretation of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) perhaps too easily follows this 

patriarchal association of: linguistic disintegration – mental disintegration – female 

meaningless vocal sound – Sirens. What other ways are there to interpret this work? 

 In Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), the female voice not only utters disintegrated 

sounds in a disturbing, noisy environment. She also utters the words. The verbal parts of 

Thema (the ouverture and the beginning and end of the main section) are a framework 

for the more confusing, disordered, disintegrated middle part. And this framework 
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consists of a female voice. In this respect, it is different from nineteenth century opera or 

Hollywood film, because in these genres the female voice is tonally, linguistically and 

narratively framed by male voices or personae.39 

 Berberian’s voice is incorporated in the composition and speaks in it. And, since 

all the non-verbal vocal sounds are derived from the recording of her delivery of a 

literary text, it shows that this mythical, primordial feminine non-linguistic vocal sound 

is not something completely other, but is related to language. As such, it could be an 

illustration of Cavarero’s political ideal of the interweaving of voice and speech as the 

essence of humanity: 
 
For a radical rethinking of the classical connection between speech and politics, especially 
from a feminist perspective, recuperating the theme of the voice is therefore an obligatory 
strategic gesture. It is not a matter of feminizing politics; nor is it a question of making 
politics coincide with the pure voice by insisting on the subversive power of vocal 
pleasure. Rather, it is a matter of tracing speech back to its vocalic roots, extricating 
speech at the same time from the binary economy that splits the vocalic from the semantic 
and divides them into the two genders of the human species. (Cavarero 2005: 207) 
 
[T]he speech that sacrifices the voice to the universal laws of the semantic remains 
imprisoned by metaphysics – and, at the same time, the voice that sacrifices speech to the 
subversive effects of an absolute pleasure risks crossing the threshold of the animal realm. 
[...] Which means that the interweaving of voice and speech, which is not necessarily 
synchronous, cannot be severed without sacrificing humanity itself; this goes for both the 
animal voice and the devocalized logos. (Cavarero 2005: 209–210)  
 

 One can superficially typify the middle part of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) as 

noisy and disordered. But listening to the details of this composition reveals much more. 

There are not only noise bands, but also subtle combinations of sounds. The piece has no 

clearly perceivable orderly structure, but there are recurring and varied motives in its 

changing texture. This is specially so for 4'30–5'30, which is musically differentiated and 

varied, with a variety of sounds forming various streams. The middle of the composition 

suggests that, when we listen carefully, non-verbal vocal sound does not have to be 

disordered and confusing – like the cry – but can also be varied, interesting and pleasant.  

 In the end, the wild sea of non-linguistic sound is left behind for intelligible 

words. Loss and distance are inherent to these words, according to the Lacanian theories 

about language and the cry described above. Loss and distance are also suggested by the 

words themselves (‘alas ... so sad ... far ...’) and by the association with Odysseus’ 

                                                
39 See McClary (1991) and Silverman (1988). 
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journey, now past the seductive Sirens. The tone is calm, acquiescent and sad. The sound 

of this voice is wonderful, and some beautiful non-verbal semi-vocal sounds are still 

present. Something is lost but it is partly incorporated: pure vocal sound, without any 

significance, may be impossible, but we can still hear sound in linguistic utterances.40 

The female voice and the voice as sound do not have to be banished to abjection, to a 

dying female persona, to madness or to the translinguistic realm. ‘Soft words’, ‘listen...’  

                                                
40 This corresponds with the Lacanian notion of lalangue: with an inner divergence instead of a 
separation between signifier and voice; so that there is enjoyment in speach, not beyond (Dolar 2006: 
144–145). Dolar calls Joyce ‘the author of lalangue if ever there was one’ (Dolar 2006: 149). 
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VI 

 

VOICE OR EAR? 

THE FEMALE VOICE AND THE LISTENER’S POSITION  

IN PAUL LANSKY’S AS IT GREW DARK1 
 

 

Music technology is pervaded with metaphors of masculine power, control and 

mastery, such as ‘master’ and ‘slave’, ‘controller’ and ‘command’, ‘trigger’ and 

‘bang’, ‘His Master’s Voice’ or ‘His Master’s Noise’.2 Whether as solitary studio 

composers or as composer-performers, electroacoustic musicians determine both 

structure and sound, composition and performance, through the smallest details. Or, 

as Edward Cone (1974) argues, electronic tape music may be considered as the direct 

and unitary expression of the metaphorical ‘composer’s voice’.3 

 Composers of electroacoustic music are predominantly male, yet this genre is 

marked by a trend towards female vocalists rather than male singers. This pattern is 

most noticeable in the classic concert setting. There are many compositions for live 

soprano and electronics that employ a modern Western classical singing style with 

much high-pitched and non-verbal elements, yet almost no electroacoustic 

compositions with a live singing male vocalist.4 In the case of Hollywood film, opera 

                                                
1 This chapter is an extended and slightly revised version of my article ‘Voice or Ear? The Female 
Voice and the Listener’s Position in Paul Lansky’s as it grew dark.’ In: Carolyn Birdsall and Anthony 
Enns (eds.), Sonic Mediations: Body, Sound, Technology, pp. 109-125. Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008. Published with the permission of Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing. 
 
2 A ‘bang’ is a command in Max/MSP, a software program for building patches for live electronic 
music that was developed by IRCAM and now sold by Cycling’74. The other terms are used widely in 
electronic music technology. ‘His Master’s Voice’ is the name of the famous picture of a dog listening 
to a gramophone and was used by record labels including the Gramophone Company, the Victor 
Talking Machine Company, RCA, and EMI. ‘His Master’s Noise’ is the title of a series of 
electroacoustic music released by BVHaast. For a more detailed discussion of such gender symbolism 
in music technology, see McCartney (1997) and Théberge (1997: 93-130). 
 
3 See Chapter IV. 
 
4 See Chapter II. 
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and live electroacoustic vocal music, the female voice often has the role of uttering 

non-verbal vocal sounds; as far as the diegesis or narrative content is concerned, the 

female voice is in a disempowered position or associated with death or a loss of 

identity.5 Kaja Silverman (1988) explains the prevalence of the female cry and the 

disempowered position of female characters in classical Hollywood film as a 

projection of lack onto women. According to Silverman’s psychoanalytic account, 

this lack consists of the separation of objects from the self; the division of language 

and being; the subordination of the subject to language, to the social order and law; 

the absence of the objects and the world seen on the screen and the exclusion of the 

spectator from the site of production. All subjects, male and female alike, are 

structured by these losses. However, since the male subject identifies with a position 

of power (‘the phallus’), these losses are far more difficult to bear for the male than 

for the female subject. To hold his illusionary position of power, the male spectator is 

offered a powerful protagonist to identify with, and his own losses are projected onto 

the female characters. 

 In the following analysis of Paul Lansky’s as it grew dark, the stereotypical 

reflex to project loss onto the female voice will be placed in a different perspective. 

Lansky’s acousmatic composition consists of recorded computer reprocessing of a 

woman’s voice without any live performance. In contrast to the function of embodied 

female voices in live electro-vocal music, opera and film, I will argue that Lansky’s 

work illustrates how pre-recorded and synthesized voices in electroacoustic music are 

more varied with regard to gender, vocal style and the use of text.6 I will discuss such 

different approaches to male and female voices in acousmatic compositions with 

respect to authority, loss, the cry and electronic mediation.  

                                                
5 Regarding film, see Silverman (1988); for opera, see Poizat (1992); for electro-acoustic music, see 
Chapter II and III. 
 
6 See Chapter II and III. 
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VI.1.1 The objectified voice and the vocal object 

 

Michel Poizat, influenced by the psychoanalytic work of Jacques Lacan, makes a 

distinction between the objectified voice and the vocal object (Poizat 1992: 93-106). 

The objectified voice is a recorded voice, making it an object that is reified and can be 

exchanged. The Lacanian vocal object, however, is the objectifying psychic 

perception of the voice as a separate entity. By considering the voice as an object, it is 

possible to speak of a ‘lost voice’ or ‘broken voice’. The vocal object is also an object 

of desire. The vocal object is the pure materiality of the voice that one is never able to 

hear in its pure form, since vocal sounds are infected with meaning and language. 

According to Poizat, the vocal object is a lost object that one desires but that is 

impossible to possess. It is disembodied, unsexed and infinite. The quest for the lost 

vocal object is asymptotic. It is never possible to possess pure vocal sound; the 

nearest possible is the cry or silence. To surrender oneself completely to the limitless 

jouissance of pure sound, to lawless desire, is dangerous and prohibited – one would 

fall outside the symbolic order, outside language (if that is even possible) into 

madness or death. The quest for pure vocal sound thus has to be regulated by 

language and rules, as for example the interplay between singing and language in the 

history of opera, as described by Poizat. ‘Pure’ vocal sound is at its most intense when 

contrasted with language (Poizat 1992: 45). 

 While Poizat (1992) deals with the objectified and recorded voice in terms of live 

performance, Silverman (1988) focuses on classic Hollywood cinema, in which the 

illusion of the reality of the world depicted on the screen is of central importance. In 

particular, she criticizes the ways that film theory has stressed the impression of reality 

and the supposed phenomenological immediacy and presence of sound and the voice for 

the audience. In acousmatic music, however, the recording is the art object itself and it is 

not derived from or suggesting a (real or imaginary) live performance.7 The sound 

recording of acousmatic music is not subordinated to the illusion of the reality, 
                                                
7 However, in electroacoustic music extra-musical associations or references to external reality or 
imaginary worlds will often be unavoidable for listeners and may sometimes be intended by 
composers. Sounds may refer to objects, movements, actions, bodies, gestures, animals, people, natural 
processes, environments, spaces, language(s), and so on; this is extensively discussed in various 
publications in the field of electroacoustic music studies. For an overview and discussion of 
signification in electroacoustic music in relation to compositional intention and listener reception, see 
Demers (2010: 21–65). 
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authenticity and immediacy of an original live situation; it is sound ‘writing’.8 The 

difference between a recorded voice and a live voice is enhanced by electro-vocal 

acousmatic music, which takes distortion and manipulation of the voice as its basic 

material. The recording medium and the studio manipulations are not hidden but brought 

to the fore. The technology puts a distance between voice and listener and posits a 

framework for non-linguistic vocal sounds that might otherwise be too dangerous for the 

subject. This creates a different form of regulation than the combination of singing and 

language as theorized by Poizat, but with a similar function.9 

 Disembodied voices are in fact the status quo in acousmatic electro-vocal 

music. The use of the disembodied voice of a composer, poet, artist or politician as a 

‘voice of authority’ occurs frequently in electroacoustic music, but often with a twist, 

sounding distorted or ironic. The explicit use of music technology causes a 

distantiation of the vocal delivery that leads to a critical recontextualisation of the 

sound bites of politicians in works like Wilhelm Zobl’s Andere die Welt, Sie braucht 

es.10 However, technological manipulation can also lead to a cryptic, mystifying 

concealment of an authoritative voice within the distorted sound.11 Michel Chion 

                                                
8 My notion of ‘sound writing’ is inspired by Jacques Derrida’s notion of écriture in De la 
grammatology (1967), ‘Signature événement contexte’ (1972) and other publications. See also Chapter 
VIII and Bosma (2006a: 111-113). 
 
9 As discussed in the previous chapter (V.5), Paul Griffiths argues that tape compositions with abject 
non-verbal vocal sounds, such as Berio’s Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) and Visage, paved the way for 
compositions that prescribe the live performance of such voice sounds, such as Berio’s Sequenza III: 

 
Unless exceptional circumstances, to have a singer mouthing unintelligible syllables would be to invite the 
danger of absurdity. However, when the voice appears on tape this restriction is lifted, the unseen singer no 
longer needing to behave with rational decorum. (Griffiths 1979: 36). 

 
10 Zobl, Wilhelm. Andere die Welt, Sie braucht es (1973), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 6 PRIX 
MAGISTERIUM 19E CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE ÉLECTROACOUSTIQUE BOURGES 1991, Le 
Chant du Monde, CM211, LDC278055. 
 
11 See Chapter II and III. Examples of such mystified authorative voices include the voices of Pauline 
Oliveros, Jerry Hunt, Morton Subotnick and David Tudor in Larry Austin’s SoundPoemSet; the voice 
of composer John Cage in Joseph L. Anderson’s ChAnGE’S MUSIC; the voice of Salvador Dali in 
Jonas Broberg’s Conversation in Cadaqués; the voice of art historian William S. Hechkscher in Alicyn 
Warren’s Longing for the Light; and the voice of computer music scientist Max Mathews in Larry 
Austin’s Max Mathews Episode. Distorted and transformed sound recordings of interviews, 
conversations or monologues of these artists and scholars form the basis for these compositions. It is 
striking that the speaking voice of the only woman in this list of authoritative voices, Pauline Oliveros, 
is among the least recognisable. 
Austin, Larry. SoundPoemSet (1990-91), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC SERIES VOL. 16 THE 

COMPOSER IN THE COMPUTER AGE II, Centaur Records CRC 2193, 1994. 
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(1992: 109) notes that in film the loss of intelligibility of a voice is easily heard as the 

interference of a technical manipulation instead of a subjective experience of a film 

character. He contrasts this with the visual convention that a blurring of the image 

often expresses a loss of consciousness of a character. Chion attributes the difference 

in the interpretation of auditory and visual manipulation to the fact that we are used to 

manipulating our own vision by closing our eyes or turning our head. By contrast, a 

comparable subjective change of hearing is not possible: our ears cannot close or 

redirect themselves in such a selective way. When we hear the transformation of a 

voice as a technical process these acts of manipulation bring the composer to the 

foreground. In the piece by Zobl mentioned earlier, this ‘composer’s voice’, 

represented by the technical manipulation, turns itself against the recorded voices of 

authorities. Or, as in Larry Austin’s SoundPoemSet and Jonas Broberg’s Conversation 

in Cadaqués, the composer conceals the voices of the authorities of which he owns 

the full recordings, placing himself in a superior, knowing position in relation to the 

listener. 

 

 

VI.1.2 Acousmatic male voices:  

The objectified voice and the vocal object revisited 

 

In acousmatic music there seems more place for male figures to be associated with 

loss than in classic Hollywood film, opera and mixed live vocal-electroacoustic 

music.12 There is a remarkable amount of pre-recorded male(-like) voices that dwell 

in the continuum between language and sound. A striking sense of loss, failure, lack, 

                                                                                                                                       
Anderson, Joseph L. ChAnGE’S MUSIC (1996), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 10 BOURGES 1997 

PRIX MAGISTERIUM ET PRIX QUADRIVIUM 24ÈME CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE 
ELECTROACOUSTIQUE, Mnémosyne Musique Média LDC 278063/64, 1998. 

Broberg, Jonas. Conversation in Cadaqués (1996), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 11 BOURGES 
1998 PRIX QUADRIVIUM 25E CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE ELECTROACOUSTIQUE, 
Mnémosyne Musique Média LDC 278065/66, 1999. 

Warren, Alicyn. Longing for the Light (1991), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 6 BOURGES 1991 
PRIX QUADRIVIUM 19E CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE ELECTROACOUSTIQUE, Le Chant 
du Monde LCD 278053/54, 1991. 

Austin, Larry. Max Mathews Episode (1988-1990), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC SERIES VOL. 15 
THE VIRTUOSO IN THE COMPUTER AGE V, Centaur Records CRC 2190, 1994. 

 
12 For loss in relation to masculinity in film, see Silverman (1992). 
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disempowerment or melancholia pervades the texts on which several pieces with pre-

recorded male(-like) voices are based, such as Charles Dodge’s In celebration,13 

Howard Jonathan Fredrics’ The Tragedy of the Leaves,14 and Wasting by Brad Garton, 

Paul Lansky and Andrew Milburn.15 It is remarkable that these compositions are all 

related to a typical American context: the American writer Charles Bukowski is the 

author of the text of The tragedy of the leaves, American sound poet Richard 

Kostelanetz is the author of the text of Wasting, and all of these composers are 

connected to American universities, with Charles Dodge and Paul Lansky embedded 

in the American tradition of computer music made by speech synthesis-by-analysis. 

The ‘immersion in loss’ contrasts with the image of the USA as the most powerful 

and technologically advanced nation with its emphasis on success, the power of the 

individual and the strength of the ego.16 These acousmatic male voices do not evoke 

bliss or tragedy, which are often expressed by female roles, but rather melancholia. 

They are not the projection of loss onto woman, but the introjection of loss by a male 

figure. 

 In Mark Strand’s text of In celebration, the narrator is speaking to and about a 

‘you’, who indulges in a zen-like form of detachment or even in depressive passivity, 

or is perhaps in the process of dying: 

  
                                                
13 Dodge, Charles. In celebration (1975), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC SERIES VOL. 18 THE 
COMPOSER IN THE COMPUTER AGE III, Centaur CRC 2213, 1994. 
 
14 Fredrics, Howard Jonathan. The tragedy of the leaves (1991), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC 
SERIES VOL. 20 MUSIC FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS ELECTRONIC MUSIC STUDIOS, Centaur CRC 
2245, 1995. 
 
15 Garton, Brad, Paul Lansky and Andrew Milburn. Wasting (1987), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC 
SERIES VOL. 5 WINHAM LABORATORY AT PRINCETON UNIVERSITY, Centaur CRC 2076, 1990. 

Other compositions in which loss plays a less prominent role include Eugene de Lisa’s S’I fosse 
foco, in which the male voice is more angry and grudging than melancholic; Michael Long’s there is a 
grey thing, which is about the horror and fear of an unknown dark power; and Pablo Cetta’s You did me 
wrong...Que me hiciste mal..., in which a few male voices represent death and consolation. 
Lisa, Eugene de. S’I fosse foco (1992), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC SERIES VOL. 16 THE 

COMPOSER IN THE COMPUTER AGE II, Centaur CRC 2193, 1994. 
Long, Michael. there is a grey thing (1996), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC SERIES VOL. 29 MUSIC 

FROM THE VIRGINIA CENTER FOR COMPUTER MUSIC UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA, Centaur CRC 2454, 
1999. 

Cetta, Pablo. You did me wrong... Que me hiciste mal... (1992), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 8 
BOURGES 1994 MAGISTÈRES ET PRIX 22E CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE 
ÉLECTROACOUSTIQUE, Mnémosyne Musique Média LDC 278058/59, 1995. 

 
16 For a discussion of ‘immersion in loss’, see Clewell (2004: 53). 
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You sit in a chair, [...] imagining only the patience of water, the boredom of stone. [...] 
you think that nothing is good or bad [...] You’ve seen it happen before. [...] You want to 
wave but cannot raise your hand. [...] You taste the honey of absence. [...] It is the same 
wherever you are, the same if the voice rots before the body, or the body rots before the 
voice. You know that desire leads only to sorrow, that sorrow leads to achievement 
which leads to emptiness. You know that this is different, that this is the celebration, the 
only celebration, that by giving yourself over to nothing, you shall be healed. You know 
there is joy in feeling your lungs prepare themselves for an ashen future, so you wait, 
you stare and you wait, and the dust settles and the miraculous hours of childhood 
wander in darkness.17 
 

Death, passivity, the collapse of voice and body, childhood and darkness go together 

in this ‘celebration’ of nothingness. A celebration that would remind me of jouissance 

if the text as well as the atmosphere of the composition were not so melancholic 

through the slow-stretched delivery of the text, the slowly gliding and falling pitch 

and timbre and the ‘nasal’-sounding computer voice, produced by way of analysis-

resynthesis of a male voice.  

 This composition lingers between language and sound, however, I do not hear 

‘the body of the voice’, no grain in the vocal sounds – these have been analysed and 

re-synthesized with regard to linguistic and musical parameters such as formants, 

pitch and duration. The ‘grain of the voice’, however, is that which is outside 

linguistic and musical systems or styles (Barthes 1977b). This voice sounds more like 

a computer than a body. But this computer-voice sounds strangely expressive, by the 

musicalized, varied pitch and rhythmic contours and the sound quality of older 

technology (for contemporary ears).18 As a cyborg, the male-like computer voice may 

cross conventional gender categories and may open up possibilities for unmasculine 

expressions, as ‘sad machines’, like the dying computer HAL in the film 2001: A 

Space Odyssey (1968).19 

                                                
17 From the liner notes of Charles Dodge. In celebration (1975), on CD CDCM COMPUTER MUSIC 
SERIES VOL. 18 THE COMPOSER IN THE COMPUTER AGE III, Centaur CRC 2213, 1994. 
 
18 A similar phenomenon can be found in the emotionally expressive cyborg voices of Radiohead some 
twenty-five years later (Auner 2003). 
 
19 ‘Sad machines’ is a quote from Joseph Auner’s account of the cyborg voices of Radiohead and Moby 
(Auner 2003). He points out that the expressivity of HAL’s cyborg voice contrasts with the almost 
silent human astronaut Dave; and that the expressivity of the cyborg voices of Radiohead and Moby 
contrasts with looped, objectified human voices. Auner asks ‘why the robotic voice is the only one 
permitted such confessional lyrics, or, for that matter, why it is that in 2001 HAL’s voice becomes 
more and not less poignant and emotional as its mechanical and artificial characteristics are 
foregrounded through the sinking pitch and extreme ritardando.’ (Auner 2003: 103) My take on HAL’s 
 



 

 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

VI Voice or Ear? 
 

151 

 A step beyond the inward, self-effacing, self-critical melancholy of In 

Celebration is The Breaking of the scream by José Halac.20 This composition is 

largely made out of male screams, combined with the reciting-singing-chanting-

shouting of a poem by the contemporary Argentian poet Pablo Anadon and an 

Argentian folk song, a Baguala, probably with origins in the indigenous music of the 

Incas. The poem deals with loss, ‘the departure of the loved one’ according to the 

sleeve notes; but it does not only tell about the emptiness of loss but also about what 

remains in memory. In the process of mourning, these memory traces have an 

important function (Clewell 2004). ‘What to do with these remains, the leaves that 

once were our flesh and cry on our feet like spectrums?’ is being asked in Pablo 

Anadon’s poem. Clewell finds several strategies of mourning in art and 

psychoanalytic theory. One strategy is to replace the lost one with another loved 

object, as Freud suggests in ‘Mourning and melancholia’,21 or with a consoling fiction 

of transcendence, as found by Peter Sacks22 in the genre of the elegy. However, unlike 

these strategies of substitution mentioned by Clewell, in Pablo Anadon’s poem / 

Halac’s composition, the lost one is not substituted: ‘Everything remains, all our eyes 

ever loved everything persists, here, in our memory, in this puddle of leaves rotting 

and of sorrow.’ Such an incorporation is often seen as a cause for melancholia or 

depression, when the aggression against the lost one is projected inwardly against the 

self. But Clewell pleads for considering another kind of identification with the lost 

one that does not lead to depression but acknowledges the loss and the otherness of 

the lost one. For this, it has to be acknowledged that the self is divided and consists of 

identifications with and attachments to others; one has to acknowledge ‘the 

predicament of being inhabited by otherness as a condition of one’s own subjectivity’ 
                                                                                                                                       
voice in Chapter III is different yet related to Auner’s; we both relate these cyborg voices to the 
destabilization of gender categories. (Both articles (Auner 2003, Bosma 2003) were published in the 
same year; the authors were unaware of this in advance.) I thank Joseph Auner for contacting me and 
referring to his article. 
 
20 José Halac – The Breaking of the scream (1999), on CD CULTURES ÉLECTRONIQUES 14 BOURGES 
2000 MAGISTÈRES ET PRIX 27E CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE MUSIQUE ET D’ART SONORE 
ÉLECTROACOUSTIQUE PRIX MAGISTERIUM ET PRIX TRIVIUM, Mnémosyne Musique Media LDC 
278072/73, 2001. 
 
21 Freud, S. 1917. Mourning and melancholia. Standard Edition 14: 243–258. 
 
22 Clewell refers to Sacks, P. 1985. The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press. 
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and one has ‘to relinquish the wish for a strict identity unencumbered by the claims of 

the lost other or the past’ (Clewell 2004: 65). In The breaking of the scream, such a 

vital acknowledgement of the lost object as part of the self can be noticed. 

 The folk song in The breaking of the scream is about sexual, ‘animal’ desire, 

but with a melancholic flavour: ‘I am like the old tiger’, sung in a wailing way, almost 

like a lamentation, with sudden changes of register. The scream is a long held 

vocalisation on one tone with fluctuations of timbre and pitch. Although the scream is 

denaturalized by electroacoustic manipulation, it does give the piece a bodily impact 

by the ‘rough’ vocalising, with some raspy vocal fry, the abrupt change of vocal 

register into falsetto at the end of the scream, and by the central function of the 

scream in the musical structure, stretched, repeated and overlapping. At some points 

the tiger song and the scream are so much distorted that it ceases to sound vocal, but 

is still reminiscent of this screaming voice, retaining its impact, figuring the remains 

of the lost voice. 

 While Dodge’s narrator in In celebration practices ‘nothingness’ or 

detachment to avoid desire and sorrow and has a voice without ‘grain’, without body 

and life, The Breaking of the Scream posits both loss and desire, emotion and body, as 

part of life. It does not connect loss and failure with a disappearance of vitality, but 

celebrates vitality in relation to loss.23 Rather than indulge in or deny a fantasmatic 

immediacy of ‘liveness’ with live vocals or computer voices, respectively, this 

electroacoustic scream song shows that the effect of traces, distortion and distance in 

the ‘writing’ of the electroacoustic medium, is not contrary to vitality and emotional 

impact. The Breaking of the Scream belongs to a new generation, since it is 

exceptional that the scream, the body and the voice of this composition are male. 

 The creative use of the recording medium places the loss that is inherent to the 

vocal object in the foreground rather than projecting it onto a female character. In this 

sense, electro-vocal acousmatic music is not concerned with the momentary, illusionary 

bliss of the jouissance of the vocal object. Instead, the continuities, discontinuities and 

ambiguities between verbal and non-verbal voice sounds and non-vocal sound are 

openly explored.  

                                                
23 For a discussion of the ‘grain’ of the voice, see Barthes (1977b). 
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 After this discussion of acousmatic music that displays alternative male 

voices, I will now turn my attention to different ways of dealing with the female 

voice. 
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VI.2 as it grew dark: voice or ear? 

 

With his composition as it grew dark,24 Paul Lansky suggests that the stereotypical 

projection of loss onto a female voice may be thrown back towards the listener. Chion 

notes that in the case of film sound the loss of intelligibility of a voice is easily heard 

as the interference of a technical manipulation. This observation suggests that a 

distorted female voice in acousmatic music would not be heard as an abnormal 

vocalisation of a female character, but as an activity of the metaphorical composer’s 

voice. Yet with as it grew dark Lansky suggests another possibility: that the loss of 

intelligibility of a voice is interpreted as a distortion of the hearing ability of the 

listener. 

 Lansky’s work belongs to the canon of computer music.25 Lansky has 

developed computer music software, writes about computer music and composes both 

for acoustic instruments and for the electroacoustic medium.26 Lansky’s computer 

music is often considered ‘accessible’ primarily due to his use of text, voice, rhythm, 

pulse, pitch and harmony.27  

 
Lansky employs [...] complex methods and media to create works that transcend their 
own technology and convey a highly personal, accessible, and even sentimental 
aesthetic.28  
 

Many of his computer compositions include speech or speech-like sounds, 

manipulated with computer techniques of synthesis-by-analysis and sound processing: 

a recorded voice is manipulated by changing certain characteristics, for musical-

compositional purposes.29 This results in voice sounds that may or may not sound like 

the original recorded voice, with changes in pitch, rhythm, timbre or other aspects. 

                                                
24 Paul Lansky – as it grew dark (1983), on CD COMPUTER MUSIC CURRENTS 11, Wergo 282031-2, 
1992. 
 
25 See Dodge & Jerse (1997). 
 
26 See http://www.music.princeton.edu/~paul/ (last accessed 27 June 27 2011). 
 
27 One of his early tape compositions, mild und leise, was used in Radiohead’s song Idioteque. 
 
28 J. Neal. Paul Lansky: biography. All Music Guide. http://www.allmusic.com/artist/paul-lansky-
mn0000001449 (last accessed 22 July 2012) 
 
29 See Dodge & Jerse (1997). 
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The vocal source often consists of a recorded text read by the actress Hannah 

MacKay, who is married to Paul Lansky and who is acknowledged in the sleeve notes 

as a creative collaborator. The technical and musical aspects of such recorded speech 

manipulation are discussed by several authors with regard to Lansky’s Six Fantasies 

on a Poem by Thomas Campion30 and the Idle Chatter series.31 With regard to Six 

Fantasies, Lansky and others remarked that he composed the ‘hidden music’ out of 

the pre-recorded text; by placing the implicit musical aspects of the text in the 

foreground, the listener’s attention is drawn to the musical quality of the original text. 

Here, I will not focus on the technical and musical aspects of the speech processing in 

as it grew dark, but on the distortion of the voice in relation to the listener’s position, 

and I will show how this relates to the original text, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre 

(1847). As in Six Fantasies, there is a strong relation between the composition and the 

textual source in as it grew dark. 

 ‘Listening’ is a recurrent theme in electroacoustic music theory. An early 

example is Pierre Schaeffer’s theory on different modes of listening. ‘Deep listening’ is 

central to the work and use of sound technology of composer-performer Pauline 

Oliveros:  
 
I learned that the microphone was hearing sounds that I missed while listening during 
the recording. [...] The microphone and tape recorder became extensions of my body 
and amplified my hearing. The tape recorder became an essential tool in my 
development as a composer, performer, and improviser. The tape recorder enabled me 
to more deeply access body consciousness through improvisation. (Oliveros 2004) 
 

Barry Truax suggests that a sound recording device could be used as an extension of 

listening and compares it with a microscope or telescope. He also refers to the concept of 

the tape recorder as a ‘sound mirror’ and points out that it colours and frames reality 

through representation (Truax 2001: 190). Lansky uses a similar metaphor: the ‘aural 

camera’32 or aural ‘microscope…to enrich our perspective of the “real world.”’33 But he 

also goes one step further when he considers loudspeakers as ‘windows into a […] 

                                                
30 Code (1990); Dodge & Jerse (1997: 240, 334–335). 
 
31 Dodge & Jerse (1997: 273–274). 
 
32 Perry (1996). 
 
33 Lansky, as it grew dark sleeve notes. 
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virtual reality that the computer creates’ (Perry 1996: 54) rather than instruments with 

which the composer’s voice ‘shouts’ directly at the listener: 
 
[I]f instead of a string quartet playing up on the stage you have sound coming out of a 
loudspeaker, you’ve got a real problem because you’re being confronted directly with 
the composer’s voice. In other words, you’ve got a situation in which you’re listening 
at very close range to what the composer is saying. Typically, people find tape music in 
concerts very exhausting to listen to. My sense of the reason for this is, very often, [the 
listener has] very little space to maneuver. They’ve got very little room to tinker with 
the experience, they’re actually being confronted by the composer’s voice 
directly.…There’s no question of interpretation, but as a listener you’re being shouted 
at, in a sense. My take on what I’ve been trying to do over the years is to create in the 
piece itself a space that the listener can use to maneuver. (Uechi 1995) 
 

Lansky thus tries to circumvent the idea of electronic tape music as the direct and 

unitary expression of the metaphorical composer’s voice, which was theorized by his 

mentor Edward Cone.34 To enliven the fixed nature of pre-recorded acousmatic 

music, Lansky intends to ‘[reposition] the performance in the ear of the listener rather 

than in the hands of the performer’ (Riddell 1998) by offering complexity and 

ambiguity, which allows room for different interpretations at each listening session. 

As Lansky himself points out, ‘for me, success means creating new ways of listening 

and hearing.’35 

  In as it grew dark, speaking, listening and (over)hearing are central themes. The 

composition consists of computer reprocessing of a reading by actress Hannah MacKay 

of a short section of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. The recorded voice is severely 

distorted so that the text is scarcely intelligible. This sonic manipulation dramatizes the 

sound of the voice: the voice sounds as if not directed towards the listener, and the 

listener is put in a position of ‘overhearing, or listening obliquely to the conversation’, as 

the composer explains.36 The text consists of Jane’s description to Mr. Rochester of two 

dreams the preceding evening. She addresses him with ‘sir’ and ‘you’, but the 

contributions of Mr. Rochester to this conversation are left out in the composition. In the 

sleeve notes, the composer explains the omission of Mr. Rochester’s voice as a 

consequence of this ‘overhearing’: the listener is not able to hear everything. To me, 

                                                
34 See Chapter IV. 
 
35 David McCarthy, http://silvertone.princeton.edu/~paul/bio.html (last accessed 24 February 2008). 
 
36 Lansky, as it grew dark sleeve notes, p. 15. 
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however, it seems more likely that the listener would overhear parts of both voices 

instead of just a distorted monologue by Jane. In as it grew dark, however, the listener 

overhears a monologue of a female voice rather than a conversation. Not only is the 

story eerie, but overhearing a monologue is also uncanny: a person talking to someone 

unknown, or perhaps to nobody. There could be another function for the omission of Mr. 

Rochester: in the novel, he is apparently not listening very well to Jane and not taking 

her fears very seriously. When overhearing, on the other hand, a listener strains to make 

sense.  

   The composition consists of distorted, fragmented and repeated reading 

accompanied by non-vocal background sounds.37 The piece starts with the text in 

which Jane describes the eerie atmosphere of the previous evening, consisting of 

whispery distorted voice sounds with some metallic-type resonances against a 

background of high trickling sounds. Lansky describes this opening section as 

‘colored by a high-passed signal which evokes memories of early radio 

transmissions.’38 It is this part in particular that draws my attention towards the sonic 

quality of the text, as in ‘it blew yesterday evening, not as it blows now – wild and 

high – but “with a sullen, moaning sound” far more eerie’, ‘to muffle a mournful 

undersound’, and ‘doubtful yet doleful’.39 From 5’17 on, rhythmic sounds, like 

clapping, accompany the reading of the first nightmare; the voice sounds alternately 

distant or close. At 8’36 there are high metallic-type glissandos which evolve at 11’ 

into warbling birdlike sounds. This forms the background of the reading of the second 

nightmare. The voice is rhythmically fragmented, echoed and repeated into a quasi-

nervous mixture. From 16’ on, the various background sounds combine with the 

phrase ‘fell, and woke’. 

 In the novel, these scary dreams prefigure the terrible events that are about to 

happen soon: Jane’s meeting with Mr. Rochester’s monstrous legal wife the following 

night, the cancellation of the marriage of Jane and Mr. Rochester two days later, and 

the destruction of Thornfield some months later. The dreams also obscure the 
                                                
37 For an analytical description of the composition, see Grimshaw, Jeremy. “as it grew dark, for 
computer synthesized tape.” Review of as it grew dark, by Paul Lansky. All Music Guide. 
http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=42:168871~T1 (last accessed 12 January 2008). 
 
38 Lansky, as it grew dark sleeve notes, p. 15. 
 
39 See Brontë (2000: 281). For Brontë’s/Jane’s quote, see p. 476. 
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difference between reality and fiction. As dreams, they are not real, but later they will 

turn out to be a kind of premonition. Moreover, the dreams seem to be a symptom of 

Jane’s fear and reluctance to marry Mr. Rochester at that moment. On another level, 

this points to the connection between the narrator/persona Jane Eyre and the author 

Charlotte Brontë.40 It is as if the author sympathizes with Jane’s doubts about the 

marriage and – so to speak – helps to avoid such an unequal marriage by the 

discovery of Mr. Rochester’s legal wife on the wedding day. This conversation 

between Jane and Mr. Rochester is a crucial event in the novel, which induces Jane to 

become an independent woman and leads to Mr. Rochester’s misfortune, his 

depression, the burning down of Thornfield, and the loss of his sight and his hand. As 

a result, their marriage at the end of the novel will have a different balance of power 

and dependency.  

  Jane has two functions in the novel: she is the narrator and a character in the 

story. As a narrator, she tells the story. In conversations, she cites both her own words 

and those of others, and sometimes she turns directly to the reader. Preceding the 

conversation with Mr. Rochester about the nightly events, she tells the reader that 

something is bothering her but that the reader has to wait until she will tell Mr. 

Rochester, thereby putting the reader in a position of overhearing: 
 
I had at heart a strange and anxious thought. Something had happened which I could 
not comprehend; no one knew of or had seen the event but myself: it had taken place 
the preceding night. Mr. Rochester that night was absent from home; nor was he yet 
returned: business had called him to a small estate of two or three farms he possessed 
thirty miles off—business it was requisite he should settle in person, previously to his 
meditated departure from England. I waited now his return; eager to disburthen my 
mind, and to seek of him the solution of the enigma that perplexed me. Stay till he 
comes, reader; and, when I disclose my secret to him, you shall share the confidence. 
(Brontë 2000: 275-6) 
 

This function of the reader as over-hearer is not only established by the Brontë with 

Jane as the narrator, but it is also employed by Lansky in as it grew dark. Lansky’s 

piece thus can be considered as an extension of or a response to Brontë’s work. For his 

earlier piece Six Fantasies on a Poem by Thomas Campion, Lansky took the implicit 

music of the text and of the vocal delivery as a theme for the composition. In as it 

grew dark, Lansky elaborated on the reader’s position in Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Both 
                                                
40 It has often been remarked that there are many similarities between Jane Eyre and Charlotte Brontë 
and that this novel is partly autobiographical. 
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compositions take a characteristic feature of the original text as a conceptual theme 

for the composition, but on different compositional levels. 

 In the novel, both Jane’s and Mr. Rochester’s words in the conversation are cited 

by Jane-the-narrator. By leaving out Mr. Rochester’s words, however, Lansky focuses 

solely on Jane-the-persona: that is, a scared woman’s voice enclosed in the story and the 

piece. On a meta-level, Lansky is engaging with a woman’s voice as author and narrator, 

while within the composition the woman’s voice is confined as persona.  

  However, there is another kind of overhearing that is also alluded to in the text 

used in the composition. In the first part, Jane talks about the evening before the dreams, 

especially the ‘sullen, moaning sound’ of the wind and a ‘mournful under-sound’ 

muffled by the gale, ‘doubtful yet doleful at every lull’ (Brontë 2000: 281). She thinks 

that this ‘under-sound’ is a dog howling, but later in the novel the reader will come to 

know that this was probably the cry of Mr. Rochester’s wife. Jane was overhearing 

this sound, which was supposed to remain secret. 

 These acts of overhearing raise the question of what the listener hears when 

listening to the distorted female vocal sounds in as it grew dark: a distorted voice or a 

distortion of hearing? The composer suggests that the distortion goes with the position of 

the listener, who cannot hear the full sound from a distance. However, the listener does 

not hear a normal voice as filtered through obstacles, because the voice is not only 

distorted, but it is also repeated and overlaid. Not only are pitch, timbre and loudness 

altered, but the temporal structure of the speech is also affected, alluding to an unrealistic 

situation. As an interference of a technical manipulation, it is more a mark of the activity 

of the composer than a feature of the listener’s position, contrary to what the composer’s 

sleeve notes suggest. Because repetition, variation and temporal layers are musical 

features related to rhythm, motivic variation and counterpoint, the composer’s 

manipulations also musicalize the vocal delivery of the text. However, if we follow 

Lansky’s intention, the temporal restructuring may suggest that the listener is in a state 

of half-consciousness. Like the experience of hearing sounds when half-asleep, not only 

is the perception of loudness, timbre and pitch distorted, but also the temporal order, 

which is caused by gaps in perception and the intermingling of perception and dream. 

Like Jane, therefore, the listener is in a similar state of uncertainty about the reality of the 

listener’s perceptions. In any case, the temporal manipulation of the text dispenses with 

any illusion of reality that the recording might have sustained. 
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  Many triangular situations can be found in as it grew dark, with one term 

missing in most of these triangles. Lansky suggests that in the Jane – Mr. Rochester – 

listener triangle the listener is (over)hearing Jane talking to an absent Mr. Rochester. 

But more triangles can be found. In Jane’s description of the evening the triangle 

consists of Jane – Mr. Rochester – Mrs. Bertha Rochester, with Mr. Rochester as 

absent and Bertha as the intruder in the Jane-Mr. Rochester dyad. Another triangle 

occurs in Jane’s first and second dream: Jane is carrying a child in her arms and tries 

to reach Mr. Rochester, who is going away, yet she cannot reach him. On another 

level, there is also the triangle of listener – vocalist – composer. Here, each term is 

absent as well as present: the listener is an abstract category and could be absent or 

present, the distorted and manipulated voice of the actress is in the composition even 

though she is not present herself and the composer is also absent but represented 

through his marked manipulation of the voice. On the level of production, there is also 

a triangle in which each creative figure is replacing the other: Charlotte Brontë, 

Hannah MacKay, Paul Lansky. 

 These triangles dismantle imaginary dyadic situations. Without such an 

intrusion, Jane would be too passionately, too closely and too dependently related to 

Mr. Rochester, with no legal marriage that would put their relation in the social-

cultural order and without any proper position in the social-cultural order herself. It is 

the law, Mr. Rochester’s marriage with Bertha Rochester, that comes between Jane 

and Mr. Rochester. On the level of the composition, an identification of the listener 

with the voice is impossible because of the position of ‘overhearing’, the absent Mr. 

Rochester to whom the voice addresses herself, and the distortion of the voice. The 

acousmatic medium thus does not function as a ‘mirror’ in the sense of offering a one-

to-one relationship between listener and sound or a narcissistic mirroring of oneself in 

a voice with which one identifies. It also does not function as a ‘window’ that would 

give direct, unmediated access to a (virtual) reality. But it does encourage the listener 

to reflect on her position. The triangular structures dismantle the illusion of directness 

and immediacy that has often been ascribed to the voice in Western culture and that 

has been criticized by Derrida (1967) and Silverman (1988), among others. Since the 

stereotypical discourse on the voice is strongly gendered, casting the masculine voice 

as meaning and the feminine voice as body, it is significant that the basis for as it 

grew dark is a novel by a female author who explores the complex relations between 
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body and mind as well as other dualistic oppositions from the point of view of a 

female protagonist (Shuttleworth 2000). 
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VI.3 The electronic cry 

 

Superficially, as it grew dark might seem to conform to the stereotypical gender pattern 

of having a male composer with the female vocalist/protagonist uttering non-verbal 

voice sounds. This is reinforced by the composition’s focus on Jane-the-protagonist and 

its omission of Jane-the-narrator. By thematizing the listener’s position, however, the 

tacit habits of projection and introjection are problematized. Lansky’s intention to 

disrupt the listener’s hearing instead of the vocalist’s voice is countered by the temporal 

manipulation of the reading and the absence of Mr. Rochester’s voice. Rather than 

foregrounding the listener’s ‘overhearing’, the composition exposes the composer’s 

manipulations of sound. Nonetheless, the composition, the composer’s programme as 

well as Brontë’s text, along with the acousmatic medium, highlight the possibility of 

an alternative configuration of gender, voice and technology. 

 The electroacoustic mediation and the absence of (the illusion of) live 

performance disrupt standard investments in notions of immediacy and presence in 

relation to the voice. With electro-vocal ‘writing’ (écriture) such as in as it grew dark, 

the listener is invited to reflect on the listener’s position, which disrupts the stereotypical 

habits of projecting loss onto the female voice and of indulging in the tragic, blissful, 

overwhelming and non-discursive female singing body. 

 The electroacoustic medium disrupts the social conventions of Western score-

based art music, although it developed out of this tradition. Traditional roles and events, 

such as composer, performer, listener, music publisher and concert, change or even 

disappear in the realm of electroacoustic music. While the position of the composer has 

become even stronger in acousmatic music, this development might (paradoxically) 

diminish a defensive projection of existential loss onto the female voice. 

 In contrast to the triangular relation of composer – performer – listener in score-

based music, the usual situation in acousmatic music is the configuration of composer – 

electroacoustic apparatus – listener.41 Both composer and listener are in an intimate 

relation to the electroacoustic apparatus because the sound of the composition depends 

                                                
41 As electroacoustic material, slices of tape or digital audio files, pre-recorded sounds become part of 
the apparatus, and the producer of the sounds (the vocalist, for example) disappears. It is not by 
accident that the original sources of the sounds are often not credited by the composer (see for example 
Chapter V). 
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on the audio equipment. The composer is in close contact with the equipment while 

working with it intensely over a long period of time. The possibilities and constraints of 

the technology are crucial for the composition, and the creativity of the composer 

emerges from interaction with the technology. Technology is an important part of the 

discourse of electroacoustic composition. The listener only has access to the composition 

via audio equipment, and the quality of this equipment determines the sound of the 

composition. Since electroacoustic music contains uncommon, unknown sounds that are 

not easy to discern or recognize, the listener is uncertain whether hearing the 

composition, the audio system or the listener’s own musical-perceptual auditory 

capabilities. For both composer and listener, audio equipment is an extension of the self 

that confuses the boundaries between human and machine and subject and object.  

 The listener’s uncertainty about the source and quality of the sounds might even 

blur the boundaries between subject and object, confuse identification and disturb the 

usual habits of projection and introjection. Is the listener hearing a defective voice, a 

compositional process, or a hampered ear? Sounds without a clear source can be 

attached to different imaginary points of reference and are open for interpretation. 

Verbal and non-verbal voice sounds and non-vocal sounds belong to different perceptual 

categories. Since the continuities, discontinuities and ambiguities between such 

categories involve perceptual switches, the listener is ultimately confronted with the 

listener’s own auditory perception. By breaking up language into sound, electro-vocal 

acousmatic music opens the ears of listeners to the sound in language. 
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VII 

 

‘THE DEATH OF THE SINGER’: 

AUTHORSHIP AND FEMALE VOICES IN ELECTROACOUSTIC MUSIC1 
 

 

In electroacoustic music, women are mainly present as voice or as vocalist, while 

composers are mostly male, as shown in Chapter II. In the previous chapters, my focus 

was mainly on the gender of the voices or vocalists. I mostly put (the gender of) the 

composer/author between parentheses when analysing the compositions. In this chapter, 

I will first theoretically explore the issue of authorship in relation to singing voices. In 

the second part, several kinds of relationships between author/composer and 

vocalist/voice in some electroacoustic compositions are discussed. The third part focuses 

on ‘the death of the singer’ (the counterpart of ‘the death of the author’): the 

(re)interpretation and (re-)use of recorded voices as explicitly practised in some 

‘plunderphonic’ compositions. The next chapter will focus on female authors and the 

notion of écriture féminine. 

                     
1 Parts of this chapter were published in earlier versions as Bosma (1996a, 1998b, 2000). 
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VII.1.1 The ‘Death’ of the Author 

 

Feminist musicology is often focused on female composers and their work and lives, 

with for example biographies, anthologies or editions of scores. An important problem 

for feminist musicologists is the seeming lack of female composers. After a quest for un-

known, forgotten or neglected female composers, it became apparent that there are more 

female composers than one can find in the traditional histories of music; but still, there 

are more male than female composers. The discovery and making visible of female 

composers is not only an empirical-historical activity (finding out how things ‘really’ 

are/were), but has also a symbolic function: it produces representations and role models 

of female composers and changes the stereotypical image of the Composer as Male.  

 Likewise, women’s studies into computer and electroacoustic music can focus on 

women composers. For example, Mary Simoni (1995) asks: why are there so few 

women composers, and what can we do about this? This corresponds with the approach 

of liberal feminism, in which equality between men and women is central. Andra 

McCartney (1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1996, 1997, 2000b) and Elisabeth Hinkle-Turner 

(2006) focus on (respectively, Canadian and American) female composers of 

electroacoustic music, and study their work, experiences, practices, ideas and lives. In 

these studies of women composers there are aspects related to ‘equality’ (making more 

women composers visible in this male-dominated field) and to ‘difference’ (dealing with 

specific practices of women).2 However, my approach here is to question the notion of 

the composer/author and its implicit gendering.  

 How important is the composer (whether male or female)? Inspired by Roland 

Barthes’ ‘The Death of the Author’ (Barthes 1977 [1968]), some feminist musicologists 

became interested in the perspective of the (female) listener and in unconventional 

interpretations of canonical compositions (Dame 1994). Barthes’ ‘The Death of the 

Author’ greatly influenced the thinking about the relation between text, writer and 

reader.3 The ‘Death of the Author’ is not only important for literary studies; later, it also 

                     
2 See Chapter I.1 for an account of the different approaches and phases in women’s/gender studies. 
 
3 The status of the author has been challenged in many fields, e.g. art and music (Marcel Duchamp, John 
Cage). 
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influenced ideas and debates about the status of the author in film (see for example Sil-

verman 1988) and in music. 

 Barthes’ ‘murder’ of the author is a reaction to its supposed autonomous autho-

rity. When the author is considered as the master and the origin of his text, a text is 

interpreted according to the intentions of the author and also often in relation to the life 

of the author. This restricts the interpretations of readers. Barthes proposes that the text is 

‘a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend 

and clash’, instead of having a single, ‘”theological” meaning’ as ‘the “message” of the 

Author-God’ (Barthes 1977: 146). Barthes’ ‘Death of the Author’ contributed to the 

development of approaches in which the text is conceived from the perspective of the 

reader. ‘[T]he birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author’ (Barthes 

1977: 148).4  

 The ‘death’ of the traditional male Author opens up possibilities of finding 

female or feminine voices in canonical works and of bringing the standpoint of female 

readers and listeners to the fore. Inspired by reader-response criticism of literary studies, 

Citron (1993) and Dame (1994) developed the listener-response theory for musicology. 

Dame conceives the listener as formed by social-political, ideological and unconscious 

factors as well as by musical conventions (Dame 1994: 55). Dame developed her 

listener-response theory to ‘powerfully introduce the female listener in the process of 

musical signification’ (Dame 1994: 56).5 The focus on canonical compositions enlarges 

the domain of feminist musicology enormously. Canonical compositions form our 

musical experience, indeed define the practice, concept and phenomenon of music to a 

very large extent. Bringing new listening and reception practices to the fore is considered 

a political act. 

                     
4 The main part of Barthes’ essay deals with modern literature and its writer (scriptor instead of 
Author); he discusses the relationship to their texts of such writers as Mallarmé, Valéry, and Proust. 
Barthes’ essay can be interpreted as a manifesto against a representational, naturalistic view of 
literature (see Burke 1998). The dispersion of writing is focused in the reader, hence the shift of author 
to reader: ‘Thus is revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made of multiple writings, drawn 
from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is 
one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the 
author.’ (1977: 148) However, Barthes’ reader is ‘without history, biography, psychology; he is simply 
that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is constituted’. 
Thus, Barthes’ reader is more an abstract instance than a specific person with a specific reading 
experience.  
 
5 Originally in Dutch; translation by Hannah Bosma. 
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 However, others still see the author as a very important figure.6 Some propose 

‘the return of the author’.7 With regard to contemporary author's rights, the author-

function is essential. And why eliminate the author just when female authors arise? 

 
[F]rom a practical standpoint it is not easy to disrupt entrenched belief systems without 
gradual modification. For women in particular there are [...] reasons to resist the 
elimination of the author. It could close off an important source of cultural authority, and 
just at the time when women are beginning to make inroads into historical prominence. As 
Nancy Miller and others have noted, men have long enjoyed authorial prestige and thus it 
might be easy for Barthes and other men to call for the elimination of the author. [...] The 
elimination of the author would prematurely preclude recognition of female achievement, 
and the net result could be further suppression of women’s artistic contributions. (Citron 
1993: 118) 

 
Feminist listeners' response may consist of new interpretations of old canonical 

compositions by male authors. But for contemporary music, canon formation is fully in 

process.8 When writing about recent compositions, one participates in the canon for-

mation. The composers about whose compositions one writes are alive. The author is not 

only a function or a myth, but also a human person to whom one may feel moral, ethical 

or personal considerations. One may, accidentally or on purpose, meet the composer. 

Composers give interviews, lectures and workshops, and they themselves often write 

about their work or about the work of others. Is it perhaps better to keep out of the way 

of the composer when attending a concert for example? After ‘the Death of the Author’, 

has an interview with a composer become worthless? And her/his texts? By denying the 

author, one would deny oneself a potentially interesting source of information. Some 

argue for ‘de-centring the author’ instead of eliminating the author, leaving open new 

                     
6 To a large extent, the author never ‘died’. In musicology, music criticism and other realms of musical 
culture, many continued adhering to the authority of the author. In 2011, Keith Negus could still state: 

 
Within the broad fields of musicology and music criticism, the author remains a central figure both as 
creative originator and authority. Whether a critic is concerned with the canonical greats of Western art 
music or an emerging canon of popular musicians, or whether a scholar’s focus is critical, formally 
analytical, or biographical, the repertory is located within a clear framework of assumptions about the 
individual authorial self. (Negus 2011: 607) 

 
7 For example Seán Burke (1992, 1998), The Death and Return of the Author, and Chartier (1994), 
‘Figures of the Author’. 
 
8 This does not mean that the canon of older music is fixed for once and for all. 
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possibilities for considering the relation between work and author.9 I propose treating the 

composer’s other texts, utterances and performances as con-texts, which can be analysed 

as texts and can (but do not have to) be related to compositions or performances in many 

different ways: such texts can be treated as supplement or comment, or compared or 

contrasted with the composition. I do not consider a composer’s explanations as telling 

the only truth about the composition, but as a kind of discourse that is influential, and 

interesting to analyse and criticize.10 An author is a cluster of links, referring to other 

texts, cultural objects and practices. To pay attention to authors and others who 

contributed to the work, while also developing one's own interpretation as listener, 

reader, critic and/or researcher, will not limit but enhance the ‘sign wealth’.11 

 One way of focusing on the gender of the author without essentializing, is to look 

for ‘the author inside the text’. In theorising ways of finding a female authorial subject in 

films by female directors, Kaja Silverman takes Barthes ‘Death of the Author’ as a point 

of departure. She finds that Barthes in fact ‘kills’ the Male Author and his paternity, that 

is, the author as master of the discourse. At the same time, Silverman finds the authorial 

figure arising in Barthes’ work in other guises. Silverman agrees with Barthes that ‘the 

author who should be the chief object of current theoretical concern is the one who 

occupies the interior of the text’, and she refers to this figure as ‘the author “inside” the 

text’, that is, the author as constructed by a text and its reader, the author as a function of 

the text. But Silverman is less prepared than Barthes to ‘bracket the biographical author 

altogether’, and instead pays attention to the relationship of the author ‘inside’ the text to 

the author ‘outside’ the text (Silverman 1988: 193). The female author-inside-the-

composition in relation to the author-outside-the-composition (but inside-other-texts) is 
                     
9 Burke (1998) argues that Roland Barthes, especially in his texts after ‘The Death of the Author’, does 
not eliminate but de-centres the author, offering new ways of considering the relationship text – author 
and work – life.  
 
10 Note the difference of my approach to the position of Uri Sala (2008), who after a critical 
examination of the notion of the death of the author, asks ‘What about living, active composers one has 
relatively unimpaired access to? Whose expressed intentions and compositional methods one has the 
chance to investigate through first-hand dialogue?’ (Sala 2008: 197). Sala then proceeds by uncritically 
outlining some aspects of the compositional method of Hèctor Parra, as described in a thesis of the 
composer. In my view, Sala returns to (or perhaps never departed from) an uncritical following of the 
composer, by explaining and summarising what the composer wrote elsewhere on his composition 
techniques, without adding a different point of view and without taking a critical distance. 
  
11 The term ‘sign wealth’ comes from Geller 1994 (a, b) in the context of legal copyright. My use here 
is a free interpretation of this term, inspired by but not strictly adhering to Geller. 
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also my concern here in relation to electro-vocal compositions. As Silverman shows, the 

author-in-a-text or the author-in-a-film can be found in many guises. My main concern 

here will be with the (real) voice of the female author in a composition. And I will also 

make another move: considering female voices and female vocalists as authors. 

 As Barthes (1968), Foucault (1969), Silverman (1988), Citron (1993) and others 

show, the notion of the author is complex. Among other things an author is an authority, 

a person, a legal subject, a myth, a way to classify works, a function of an art work; the 

author is the one who is responsible for the ultimate form and organisation of a work; the 

author is the original owner of the author’s rights; the author is also an object of desire or 

a fantasy of the reader, viewer or listener; the author is a cluster of links, referring to 

other works, texts, practices and institutional functions, in the past, present and future; 

the author is also a reference to a living person, interacting with others; the author is an 

entrepreneur, promoting his/her work; the author is one of the main actors in the network 

of a composition; and so on... I am not interested in a dogmatic theoretical elimination of 

the author. I use the notion of the author as a disputed category: not as a fixed, ‘divine’ 

‘master’ who possesses the truth about his/her artworks (a truth which experts-critics-

musicologists ought to be able to discern), but as a construction shaped or implied by 

texts, practices and artworks, and as one (important) voice among many to analyse 

critically. Instead of Barthes’ declaration of the ‘death of the author’, I prefer Foucault’s 

(1977 [1969]) question: ‘what is an author?’ Authorship is an interesting theme in many 

musical and other art works. The medium of electroacoustic music, and especially the 

work of female composers and vocalists in electro-vocal music, complicates the notion 

of authorship in a special way. 

 

 

VII.1.2 Composer vs. performer: What is an Author? 

 

The shift in focus in feminist musicology from the composer to the listener bears some 

resemblance to a development in gender and technology studies where attention is paid 

to workers and users as producers of technological practices, instead of exclusively 

focusing on the, mostly male, inventors. In doing so, more female participants and 

female influences can be perceived. 
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To fully comprehend women’s contributions to technological development, [...] a more 
radical approach may be necessary [than only looking for female inventors]. For a start, 
the traditional conception of technology too readily defines technology in terms of male 
activities. (Wajcman 1991: 16–17) 
 
For one thing, we have to find the women. Social studies of technology have, in the main, 
been concerned with the initiatory moment - inventors, innovation. [...] Such is the sexual 
division of labour that few if any women are to be found among these actors. [...] Women 
are invisible in the mainstream technology studies partly because of their actual absence 
from the network as there defined. There is a relatively simple corrective: extend the scope 
of the technology world. [...]We had only to shift our gaze beyond the walls of the design 
office and many women came into view as actors. (Cockburn & Omrod 1993: 9). 

 
Gender and technology studies not only shifts its attention from the inventor towards co-

producers and users; it also assigns importance to ‘women’s sphere’ technologies, for 

example the baby bottle or household technology, that were often ignored or not consi-

dered as technology. ‘Certain technologies are given higher status than others[; t]he 

hierarchy so created is a gender hierarchy’ (Cockburn & Omrod 1993: 1). Likewise, by 

questioning the importance of the composer and by focusing on and revaluing women’s 

practices, there will appear a greater and more important place for women in music.12 

There is more than one figure who contributes to the music: not only the composer, but 

also text writers, vocalists, musicians, directors, audience, technicians, producers, 

publishers, music teachers, critics, instrument makers, and so forth. Somewhat like film, 

and far more than literature, music is often a co-production.13 A film, a musical perfor-

                     
12 Studies on women in music often not only pay attention to female composers, but also to female 
performers, teachers, patrons and other functions in professional musical life, as well as to private 
music making, as their titles already indicate. See for example Women Making Music: The Western Art 
Tradition, 1150 – 1950 (Jane Bowers & Judith Tick, eds., 1986); Von der Spielfrau zur Performance-
Künstlerin: Auf der Suche nach einer Musikgeschichte der Frauen (Freia Hoffman & Eva Rieger, eds., 
1992) and Women in American Musical Theatre: Essays on Composers, Lyricists, Librettists, 
Arrangers, Choreographers, Designers, Directors, Producers and Performance Artists (Bud Coleman 
& Judith Sebesta, eds., 2008). Or, as Mary Ann Smart states in her introduction to Siren Songs: 
Representations of Gender and Sexuality in Opera: ‘As several of the articles demonstrate, scholars 
have begun – partly out of a desire to add women’s voices to the history of male-authored opera – to 
pay attention to the creative contributions of singers to the operatic text, as well as to the perspectives 
of audience members and female patrons.’ (Smart 2000: 16). More recent studies that challenge the 
status of the composer are for example: Kimberley Francis’ article on the influence of Nadia Boulanger 
on the work of Igor Stravinsky (2010. A Dialogue Begins: Nadia Boulanger, Igor Stravinsky, and the 
Symphonie de psaumes. Women and Music: A Journal on Gender and Culture 14: 22–44); Changing the 
Score: Arias, Prima Donnas, and the Authority of Performance by Hilary Poriss, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009 (with a review by Melina Esse in Journal of the American Musicological 
Society 64: 3, 2011). 
 
13 This is more obvious in pop/rock music than in classical music, but both are produced by a network 
of different agents, albeit in a different way. In classical music, the roles of the composer and the 
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mance or an electro-vocal composition consists not only of the creative work of the 

acknowledged author, but also of the creative work of other persons or agents.14  

 Issues of authorship not only relate to ‘who did what’ (gender structure, sexual 

division of labour, gender pattern of location), but also to who is (re)presented as an 

author, and in which way (gender symbolism).15 It can be useful to read credits not as a 

neutral rendering of the various contributions of the musicians, but as a text that offers a 

gender configuration or even a role model. Who is represented in the credits, in which 

way, and how does that relate to the music? My discussion in Chapter V of the credits 

concerning Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is an example of such an approach. The material 

gender structure and the related representational gender symbolism recursively influence 

each other (Cockburn & Omrod 1993: 7). When many male composers and female 
                                                           
performer are the most prominent. Nicholas Cook (1995–1996) considers those who directly influence 
the musical production as the producing agents – composers, performers, sponsors and publishers. 
However, musical reception (critics, audience) and music eduction (teachers, conservatories) also 
influence the development of musical culture, and thus indirectly influence the production of particular 
performances. 

 
[Rock, l]ike most popular music, [...] involves collaboration and negotiation between songwriters, 
composers, band members or solo stars, producers, engineers, and record company personnel; the result is, 
to use Lisa Lewis’s term, a highly segmented process of creation. [...] Such segmentation is equally a 
feature of the art music tradition. The repertory as we know it today is the result of collaboration and 
negotiation between composers, performers, patrons and other sponsors, impresarios, editors and 
publishers. To be sure, the production process in classical music is less collective than that of popular 
music; it is easier to distinguish the different roles, if only because they are largely sequential (whereas in 
popular music production they are largely simultaneous). And whereas authorship in popular music is 
bewilderingly fragmented, with almost as many patterns of collaboration as there are songs, classical music 
is dominated by one massively important variety of segmentation: the division of labour between composer 
and performer. (Cook 1995–1996: 32). 
 

14 Silverman in her quest for female authorial subjectivity considers one (implied) author per film: the 
director (this is in line with the auteur theory in film studies, which acknowledges the collaborative 
production of film but considers the director as the author). She recognizes the cinematic apparatus as an 
important productive force, but this is an abstract, general term for a collection of people, practices and 
technologies that produce a film. She does not consider for example the (implied) creative work of a 
specific (female or male) actor. With ‘implied’ I refer to the notion of the implied author, i.e. the author as 
constructed by the reader/listener/viewer of the text/composition/film.  
 For a critical overview of auteurism in film studies, see Caughie (1981). Caughie indicates the 
masculinity of the figure of the author as follows: ‘where I refer to actual people (spectators, critics, or 
directors) I use the “he/she” form; where I refer to a more notional “figure of the author” I use “he”. This is, 
of course, not entirely satisfactory; but to adopt the “he/she” form throughout seems to run the risk of 
masking, with a linguistic equality, an institutional situation that is historically and notoriously unequal.” 
(Caughie 1981: 5). For a critical account of the centrality of the director as (implied) author in film studies 
and a plea for considering collaborative authorship based on empirical analyses of film production, see 
Sellors (2010). 
 
15 See for the concepts of gender structure, gender pattern of location and gender symbolism Cockburn 
& Omrod (1993: 6-7). Cockburn & Omrod base this on the three aspects of gender that Sandra Harding 
theorized in relation to the gendering of science relations (Harding 1986: 57). It is my contribution to 
consider a representation of an author (such as the name of the composer) as gender symbolism. 
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vocalists are represented in the credits, this shows that this is the normal gender pattern 

and this will increase the percentage of male composers and female vocalists, and so 

on.16 

 In histories of Western music and in historical musicological curricula, the 

focus is mostly on composers and their works, far less on performers or other agents. 

This comes from the conflation of authorship and authority, as Nicholas Cook argues, 

and is a symptom of ‘a quite general antipathy towards the idea of art being a 

communal production’ (Cook 1995–1996: 31).17 Western music history is almost 

exclusively a story about male composers. On the one hand, there seems a practical 

reason for this situation: we have access to the work of past composers by their 

scores.18 Performances from the far past, sounding compositions or improvisations, 

                     
16 ‘We shall see many examples of a recursive relation between the material and the representational. 
Representations shape material practices (to be told that engineering is a job for men increases the 
percentage of engineers who are male). But the material is itself a source of meaning (if I see that of ten 
engineers nine are men, this tells me something about both engineering and men).’ (Cockburn & 
Omrod 1993: 7) 
 
17 ‘It is the conflation of authorship and authority – a conflation equally characteristic of Romanticism 
and modernism – that explains the remarkable difficulty we seem to have in theorising, rather than 
swerving away from, multiple authorship in music [...]. What make the difficulty remarkable is that 
multiple authorship is such a common phenomenon.’ (Cook 1995–1996: 31) 
 
18 In Western classical music, composers to a large extent create music in the form of musical notation 
on paper: a musical score. Especially before the age of sound recording, the score is often the main 
artefact or trace that remains of a composition. The score is related, but not identical, to the concept of 
the musical work (Goehr 1992). In Western classical music, the score prescribes and determines the 
musical work to a large extent (Davies 2001). But scores are nothing without the musical knowledge, 
skills and practices to interpret and perform them. Much essential musical information does not exist in 
musical scores, but in the musical practices of performers. Composers need to base their compositions 
on the knowledge and skills of performers. Moreover, often compositions are written for a specific 
performer, who may have a great influence on the composition. Performers are essential for Western 
classical music. Not only do they transform sheet music into sound, they also influence musical style 
and technique. One could say that both composers and performers collaborate in the creation of musical 
pieces (see the references to Cook below). Davies however adheres to a strict division of musical work 
and performance:  

 
The performer’s choices do not affect the work’s properties but do affect properties of the performance 
and, thereby, properties of the interpretation provided by that performance. [...] In giving credit to the 
performer’s creativity, it is neither necessary nor usual to regard her as a co-creator of the work, as 
opposed to its interpreter. (Davies 2001: 111).  
 

De Groot (2008) argues that the possibility of different interpretations of a musical score is essential for 
Western musical compositions and tradition to live on. 

He analyses the complexity of ‘thick transmission’ of information, knowledge, skills, 
practices, experiences and ideology that complements the score, by way of oral and kinetic 
transmissions of the composer, of the first performer(s), and later of their former pupils and colleagues, 
and of other experts, both by live interpersonal contact and by audio or audiovisual recordings, and by 
way of other writings.  
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are lost. But on the other hand, the different status of composer and performer is not 

so much related to technology as to socio-cultural structures and ideology.19 For a 

century now, sound recording technology has made it possible for at least an important 

part of the creative work of musical performers to outlive the performance as well as the 

performers, and to be multiplied and distributed; but it is remarkable that recordings 

                                                           
 

It is impossible – nor is it desirable – for a composer to notate everything s/he envisages; the score would 
become unreadable. Composers and the chain of consecutive performers, relating to, and at the same time 
shaping the music tradition of their day, therefore all contribute to initiate and perpetuate genealogies of 
performance, by employing the forms of written, oral and kinetic transmission discussed. [...] In spite of all 
these ‘measures’ by composers towards sonic determination, performers are always confronted with 
daunting questions of interpretation. [...] In a literate tradition, writing has a certain dominance over other 
ways of transmission. Writing leaves a varying, but always considerable scope to the performer for his/her 
own decision-making in the field of energy patterns, and this gives opportunity to the continuous renewal 
of the interpretation of written traditions, such as Western classical and new music. (De Groot 2008: 223) 
 

De Groot shows some of the choices with which subsequent performers are faced when performing the 
score. While at first it seems that by thick transmission the intentions of the composer are 
communicated as much as possible, it later becomes clear that the new performer makes her own (well-
informed) choices with regard to the additional sources of information she consults and with regard to 
the interpretation of the score. It turns out that it is not possible to know the intentions of the composer 
unambiguously, and that there may be a difference between what some report that the composer said, 
what is written in the score, and what might be best for the performance of the piece. Moreover, by 
taking into account theoretical considerations such as Taruskin’s notions of ‘perfect’ and ‘adequate’ 
performance, De Groot adds additional layers of considerations with regard to the 
performance/interpretation of a score. 
 
19 Nicholas Cook (1999) criticizes the hegemony of the compositional score and compositional 
structure (thus, the composers’ work) in (generative) musical analysis (such as by Wallace Berry, 
Eugene Narmour, Fred Lerdahl, Eric Clarke, Neil Todd), to which the performers’ work is 
subordinated because the analysis of the score prescribes what a good performance is.  

 
[Narmour] frequently stipulates what the performer must or must not do, judging one performance correct 
and another incorrect. [...] [T]heory, it ssems, is not committed to understanding performers in the way it is 
to understanding composers. [...] The assumption that theory exerts some kind of hegemony over 
performance is so entrenched that Narmour simply doesn’t consider the possibility that the failure to 
understand what a performer does might be a reflection on the theory rather than on the performance. 
(Cook 1999: 240–241). 
 
Lerdahl and Narmour both eliminate the musician as an individual, and replace him or her by a theory 
whose input is some kind of musical text and whose ultimate output is some kind of aesthetic judgment; 
like all music theorists, perhaps, they explain music without musicians. But perhaps the most striking 
example of this kind of elimination of the musician as an individual is represented by the work of Eric 
Clarke, Neil Todd, and other proponents of the generative approach to musical performance. Their 
outstanding success in explicating some of the cognitive schemata underlying musical performance has 
come at the expense of interpreting ‘expression’ – traditionally seen as the core of performers’ 
individuality – as itself an epiphenomenon of structure; performers introduce rubato and other deviations 
from the notated music, they claim, in order to project or bring out (in a word, to express) its underlying 
structure. [...T]he effect is to explain expression away, and with it the performer; the music is seen as 
expressing nothing but itself. (Cook 1999: 242–243) 
 

As an alternative, Cook states that both ‘composers and performers collaborate in the creation and 
maintenance of the repertory’ (Cook 1999: 245). 
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remained beyond the domain of historical musicology to a large extent. 20 It is only in the 

last decade or two that sound recordings have become more important for the study of 

Western classical music.21 For audience and fans, performers are stars: powerful and 

adored.22 But in the domains of musicology and law, the status of performers is lower. 

                     
20 In 1999, José A. Bowen could still state that ‘While scores, reviews, memoirs, handbills, 
programmes, and music society records are familiar musicological territory, recordings need to be 
added as another important source of documentary evidence.’ (Bowen 1999: 436) In 2009, Daniel 
Leech-Wilkinson wrote: ‘The idea of studying performances, in the plural, may seem strange’ (Leech-
Wilkinson 2009: 1.1¶1), ‘musical academia has on the whole, at any rate until recently, taken a fairly 
dim view of recordings’ (1.2¶18), ‘[a]cademics, in fact, are coming very late to the study of recorded 
performance’ (1.2.1¶22) and ‘the time to study performances through recordings has come. For the first 
time, to a significant body of musicologists it seems sensible and desirable.’ (1.3¶ 42). 
 Leech-Wilkinson argues that the musicological study of recorded performances developed 
quite recently because of the accumulation of recordings after 100 years of sound recording. He also 
argues that it is the availability of (cheaper and faster) digital technology (digital recordings / CDs and 
analysis software on personal computers) that made a turn towards recordings possible. At an earlier 
stage it was possible to analyse sound recordings with computers, but it was time consuming and could 
only be done on large systems to which access was limited (see Cogan 1984 referred to below). 
However, ideological changes, described elaborately by Leech-Wilkinson, are as important as 
technological changes in this respect. 
 
21 In the last decade or two, we see a shift in focus towards sound recording and performance studies 
within musicology. The first publication came from the margins of the discipline, with e.g. Repeated 
Takes: A Short History of Recording and Its Effects on Music by filmmaker Michael Chanan (1995) 
and A Century of Recorded Music: Listening to musical history (2000) by Timothy Day, curator at the 
Sound Archive of the British Library. Later publications include Capturing Sound: How Technology 
Has Changed Music (2004, rev. 2010), ed. by Mark Katz; The Cambridge Companion to Recorded 
Music (2009), ed. by Nicholas Cook et al.; Recorded Music: Performance, Culture and Technology 
(2010), ed. by Amanda Bayley, and more. The British Research Centre for the History and Analysis of 
Recorded Music (CHARM, 2004–2009) and the Research Centre for Musical Performance as Creative 
Practice (2009–2014), and the research of Eric Clarke, Renée Timmers, Luke Windsor, José A. Bowen, 
among others, are also examples of the turn to (recorded) performance. Theodore Gracyk considers 
recordings as the primary texts of rock music (Rhythm and Noise: An Aesthetics of Rock. London: 
Tauris, 1996). A remarkable earlier publication on the use of sound recording and analysis technology 
for the analysis of musical performances of various musical styles, is New Images of Musical Sound 
(1984) by Robert Cogan. The study of sound recordings was always more important for the study of 
music in which the score has a minor role (if at all), such as non-western music, pop/rock music and 
jazz. For a long time a sociological approach was predominant in the study of these musics; but a 
musical-analytical approach based on recordings has been gaining terrain for these genres too. Electro-
acoustic music studies has always paid attention to the analysis of sound recordings such as fixed 
media compositions (tape music), as well as to the problematics of such analysis.  

Richard Taruskin (2005) argues that musical literacy in the form of musical notation and score 
reading, which is of central importance to the Western classical music practice and tradition, is coming 
to an end, due to the prevalence of sound recording technology for the composition, performance, 
consumption and distribution of music, among others. However, I consider musical recording as a kind 
of writing (écriture) that could involve another kind of musical literacy, hybridized with other, old and 
new forms of writing; as already can be found in various contemporary music practices and studies. 
This topic is beyond the scope of my current study; a previous attempt to theorize as well as practise 
one of such new forms of musical writing is my notion of the ‘extended score’ (Bosma 2005, 2007b, 
2008a, see also Chapter VIII). 
 
22 See also Cook (1999: 245); and Cook (1995–1996: 32–33) for the contradiction between the popular 
acknowledgement of performers as stars and the disappearance of performers in musicological 
 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

VII ‘The Death of the Singer’ 
 

175 

Composers, not performers, have the status of authors. The author/composer's work is 

considered to be original, creative and personal, but a performer is considered to be 

more like a manufacturer, executing and materialising the instructions of the author, 

reproducing the author's musical creation. This dichotomy of composer vs. performer 

is related to other dichotomies such as intellect vs. body, spiritual vs. material, form 

vs. matter, master vs. slave, production vs. reproduction, and masculine vs. 

feminine.23 

 With regard to author’s rights, two different traditions are distinguished: the 

Continental droit d'auteur and the Anglo-American copyright. For the Continental 

tradition, a milestone is the Berne Convention in 1886;24 it is centred around the 

figure of the author and has commercial (the property right of publication) as well as 

moral aspects (to protect the integrity of the author and his work). Copyright is 

centred around the monopoly to make copies; the owner of the copyright may not be 

the creator of the work; copyright lacks the moral aspect.25 In practice, however, the 

                                                           
discourse. ‘In the case of classical music, then, the contradiction in authorship discourse is essentially 
between how music is experienced and how it is written about.’ (Cook 1995–1996: 33) 
 
23 Cook also links the hegemony of composition above performance to gender, both on ideological and 
historical grounds: ‘The story of the legitimation of music as composition at the expense of music as 
performance could clearly be told in gendered terms: it would link the Hegelian identification of the 
Ideal as male (versus the particular as female) with the historical circumstances under which women 
became established in the sphere of performance long before they did in the sphere of composition.’ 
(Cook 1999: 244n28) 
 Suzanne G. Cusick carefully argues that American musicology was constituted as masculine 
(citing Charles Seeger that he wanted ‘”to avoid the incipient criticism that musicology was “woman’s 
work”’, Cusick 1999a: 472) and that this implied the devaluation of musical performance: ‘The 
resulting masculine identity of institutional musicology in the United States has led to the establishment 
of implicitly gendered hierarchies within American musical life – especially academic musical life – 
that systematically devalue music performance and music education.’ (Cusick 1999a: 480) See also 
Chapter I. 
 For feminist analytical accounts of compositions from the perspective of the performer, see for 
example Waterman (1994), which highlights the relation composer–performer and the creative 
interpretation of the performer, and Cusick (1994), for an analytical approach from the perspective of 
bodily performance. 
 
24 The Berne Convention was implemented in The Netherlands in 1912. 
 
25 The position of the singer/musician in the American Copyright Act is beyond the scope of my study. 
The difference between American copyright and Continental author’s rights caused complications in 
international dealings with rights related to recordings, performers and producers, which do not fall 
under the Berne convention. The USA did not subscribe to the Rome Convention but did sign the 
international WIPO Performances and Phonograms Treaty of the World International Property 
Organization later. The WPPT is considered by the WIPO as an update of the Rome convention, 
addressing issues related to digital technologies 
(http://www.wipo.int/copyright/en/activities/wct_wppt/wct_wppt.html, accessed 26 July 2012). The 
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two traditions have many features in common, especially since the USA joined the 

Berne Convention in 1989. 26 Composers are considered as authors and their rights are 

protected by the Berne Convention. Proposals for revisions to include performers in the 

Berne Convention or to protect performers by way of another international agreement 

were opposed by author’s organisations and were related to the historical primacy of 

authors; they were founded on the idea that performers are not authors and that 

performances are not works.27 The advent of recording technology and radio seemed to 

some a threat to performers, an unfair competition. But it was only much later, after 

phonogram manufacturers and broadcasting organisations were considered to have a 

related need for protection,28 that the International Convention for the Protection of 

Performers, Producers of Phonograms and Broadcasting Organisations was adopted in 

Rome in 1961.29 The rights protecting performers, record producers and broadcasting 

organisations are called ‘neighbouring rights’ and are quite similar to (but more 

restricted than) author’s rights; but composers and performers are still considered as 

different categories. In discussing neighbouring rights Paul Goldstein (1994) states 

that ‘these diluted, low-rise rights merely border on the cathedral of author’s rights’ 

(Goldstein 1994: 192).  

                                                           
international legal details of the rights of composers and performers are beyond the scope of my study. 
My focus is on the conceptual-cultural differences between the categories of author and performer as 
can be found in various cultural artefacts and practices. 
 
26 See Du Bois (1996). 
 
27 See Heevel (2007). 
 
28 Author’s rights too were developed from the economic interests of distributors (book printers, sellers 
and publishers), who in the 18th century came up with the idea of the author and his rights as legal 
arguments in their struggle to retain their copyright monopoly as long as possible (Rose 1994). Mark 
Rose argues that copyright law played an important role in the development of the notion of the author. 
‘[T]he Romantic elaboration of such notions as originality, organic form, and the work of art as the 
expression of the unique personality of the artist was in a sense the necessary completion of the legal 
and economic transformation that occurred during the copyright struggle.’ (Rose 1994: 53) The notion 
of the author is inherently tied to the notion of the work. The distinction between mind and matter was 
essential for the notion of the author and his rights, to distinguish it from manual labour (Rose 1994: 
35–36). Moreover, the notions of the author and his work were a reification of the complex social 
process of literary production: ‘The complex social process of literary production consisting of 
relations between writers and patrons, writers and booksellers, booksellers and readers, was rendered 
peripheral. Abstracting the author and the work from the social fabric in this way contributed to a 
tendency already implicit in printing technology to reify the literary composition, to treat the text as a 
thing.’ (Rose 1994: 36) 
 
29 The Rome Convention was implemented in Dutch law in 1993. 
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De koninklijke weg van het auteursrecht is de uitvoerende kunstenaar niet gegeven. 
(Heevel 2007: 125)30  
 

Remarkably, translators do have their own author's rights as ‘second authors’,while it 

can be argued that their work is no more creative than the work of a musical 

performer.31 Moreover, in the Rome Convention neighbouring rights are conferred to 

people directly contributing to an artistic production, but the creativity of that 

contribution is not of primary importance: creative artistes interprètes (e.g. solists, 

conductors, directors), less creative artistes exécutants (members of an orchestra, 

choir or corps de ballet), the organisationally and financially responsible phonogram 

producers and broadcasting organisations all have neighbouring rights (Heevel 1996, 

2007). 
 
[D]e ratio om tot bescherming te komen [is] vooral gelegen in de ‘skill and labour’ en 
niet zozeer in de hoogstpersoonlijke creatieve inbreng van de rechtssubjecten, zoals in 
het auteursrecht voorop staat. (Heevel 2007: 125)32 
 

 In response to Barthes’ ‘death of the Author’ and to the (feminist) criticism it 

invoked,33 Carolyn Abbate (1993) argues that ‘[d]ebates about author politics need to be 

                     
30 ‘The royal road of author’s rights is not given to performers.’ (Translation by Hannah Bosma.) 
 
31 See Heevel (2007). 
 
32 ‘The rationale behind protection [of performers and producers] lies more in “skill and labour”, and 
less in the personal creative contribution of the legal subject that is foremost in author’s rights.’ 
(Translation by Carolyn Muntz.) 
  
33 Barthes (1977 [1968]: 142): 

 
In his story Sarrasine Balzac, describing a castrato disguised as a woman, writes the following sentence: ‘This 
was woman herself, with her sudden fears, her irrational whims, her instinctive worries, her impetuous 
boldness, her fussings, and her delicious sensibility.’ Who is speaking thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on 
remaining ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the woman? Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by his 
personal experience with a philosophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing ‘literary’ ideas on 
femininity? Is it universal wisdom? Romantic Psychology? We shall never know, for the good reason that 
writing is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique 
space where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the 
body writing. 
 

Barthes stresses that in a literary text, there is no singular message of the author to find; the text is, 
ultimately indeterminately, formed by multiple discourses. But, as the example above shows, and contrary 
to Barthes’ own words, this does not make the text neutral. Specific discourses on gender, not neutral at all, 
can be found in this and other texts; whether these discourses are affirmed, criticized, ridiculed, de-
constructed, converted, perverted or denied, remains an interesting topic for discussion. Naomi Schor criti-
cizes Barthes for neutralising sexual difference into ‘the discourse of in-difference’, which is ‘the dominant 
male discourse on sexuality in poststructuralist France’ (Schor 1987: 99). This denied sexual difference can 
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entirely rethought when we move from the written textual genres that inspired them to 

live performed arts, whose phenomenologies are another matter’ (Abbate 1993: 234). 

Music needs performers to exist, and ‘the performer in some sense usurps the authorial 

voice’ (Abbate 1993: 234). A performer, ‘”making” music’(or ‘”creating” a role’) is a 

‘second author’, ‘who completes the work in her (or his) own interpretation’ (Abbate 

1993: 234-5), and on whom the composer is dependent. However, the interdependency 

of composer and performer is often contested. Abbate points out that the strange role of 

performers as a second author is often perceived as threatening. Composers often 

complain about performers; Abbate’s example is ‘Wagner’s tirades against the singers 

who interpreted his music’ (Abbate 1993: 234).34 But despite these strong statements, 

Abbate seems ambivalent in assigning authorial power to the singers.35 The 

phenomenology of music, with performers as ‘second authors’, is for Abbate a point of 

                                                           
be seen as ‘another mode of denying women’ (Jane Gallop, Schor 1987: 100). At the same time, in 
Barthes’ writing a myth of femininity returns, as Stephen Heath and Schor (1987: 100) point out; this can 
be conceived on the one hand as an utopic, non-phallic order, on the other hand as a repetition and 
reinforcement of the existing traditional stereotypical myth of femininity. 
 
34 Elsewhere, Abbate makes an even stronger statement, contrasting an ontological actor-network 
model of the musical work with the hierarchical chain of composer–work–performer: 

 
If musical works are phantoms inhabiting a network connecting composer, inscription, performer, 
interpretation, realization, and reproduction, relationships within this space are full of antagonism. Since 
singers can and often do improvise, composers seek ways to control them, hoping for the invaluable puppet 
who neither adds nor subtracts, and more than this, who is physically galvanized by a compositional 
utterance. (Abbate 2001: xiii–xiv) 
 
Composers often do not accept the distance between themselves and their scores, and the creative 

subjectivity of interpreters and performers. In his case study of Apparances, De Groot (2008: 227) notes 
a tension between the composer Ton de Leeuw and the commissioner, dedicatee and first performer 
Monique Bartels. Bartels had cooperated closely with De Leeuw, she speaks of ‘finding together’ and 
‘co-invention’. But in a later stage, the composer came with prescriptions that differed from what they 
had earlier invented together. ‘Apparences belongs to that strand of Western music tradition in which 
the composer assumes the final responsibility for the written text.’ (De Groot 2008: 227) However, this 
story does not end here; see above. 
 
35 Abbate states: 
 

Thus if we ask whose are the originating voices in opera (who, that is, do we assume is singing?) we do not 
only mean “Which singers are singing at the performance?” We also mean “How do we conceive the origins of 
the sonorities - verbal and musical - that we are hearing?” [...] Musical performance enacts a bizarre drama, in 
which the performers - as noisy sources of resonance - shout out that they are creating the work literally before 
our ears (and eyes). We know that this is not true: Wagner wrote Tristan. But at the same time we are deluded 
by the transgressive acoustics of authority that operate during performance. No single [...] composer’s voice 
sings what we hear. Rather, the music seemingly has other sources: it strongly encourages listeners to split the 
sonorous fabric into multiple originating speakers, whose bodies exist behind what is heard. (Abbate 1993: 235) 
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departure to find multiple metaphorical ‘voices’ in the music.36 Her musical examples 

are from the score and the libretto. She does not analyse specific creative performances 

by specific singers and does not refer directly to recordings or performances. For Abbate 

the vocal performer is merely an inspiration for her development of alternative strategies 

of listening-interpretation. 

 Abbate stresses the importance of live performance. She argues that singers have 

power because of their live bodily presence on the stage, and that electronic technology 

would have a negative effect: “operatic performances are in fact exaggeratedly pure in 

their liveness, since no technology (amplification) is supposed ever to interfere” (Abbate 

1993: 234).37 However, a real female voice figures in Abbate’s article (1993) only as 

doubly mediated by electronic technology. Abbate starts her essay with the description 

of a scene from the film Mascara (1978) by Patrick Conrad. In a nightclub called Mister 

Butterfly, transvestite Pepper dresses as Eurydice and performs a part of Gluck’s Orfeo 

by lip-synching a recording of a female singer. In this scene, the taped female singing 

                     
36 For Abbate, vocal performance as such turns out to be more an inspiration or foundation and a way of 
insisting on the difference of music with regard to literary theory, than a main concern; her notion of 
multiple ‘voices’ is a turn of Edward Cone’s notion of musical voice and is inspired by the polyphonic 
voices that Bakhtin theorized for literature (Abbate 1991: 10–19, 252-3n7). 

 
What I mean by ‘voice’ is, of course, not literally vocal performance, but rather a sense of certain isolated and 
rare gestures in music, whether vocal or nonvocal, that my be perceived as modes of subjects’ enunciations. [...] 
Although I do not discuss (except in short asides) specific performers or performances, my discussion of 
performance in its figural sense – as the sound, through time, made by musical voices – may serve as a 
necessary reminder that music is written by a composer, but made and given phenomenal reality by performers. 
(Abbate 1991: ix–x). 
 
I have chosen to mention only briefly specific singers or nights at the opera. That elaborate rhapsodies to 
singers or to actual performances are largely absent from this book may well seem a great irony, even a fatal 
defect. But if one’s impulse is to honor performance, to push thinking about music toward the strange moment 
when music is realized, created, and at that instant dies away, I think that this might also be served by other 
means, and not surprisingly, my means are abstract. (Abbate 2001: xii) 
 

37Abbate uses the term ‘technology’ here in a traditional, narrow way as ‘electronic apparatus’. Gender and 
Technology Studies criticizes this use of the term ‘technology’ as excluding women. Gender and 
Technology Studies considers ‘technology’ not only as high tech apparatuses, but also as the surrounding 
practices like production and consumption. And by considering older, non high tech practices like house-
hold technology (e.g., the baby bottle), more women come into view. 
 Likewise, it is possible to consider the techniques of singing, architecture and acoustics (necessary 
for opera) as technology. An important goal of these technologies of opera is amplification. According to 
Sundberg (1987) the ‘singer’s formant’ (i.e., resonance/amplification in the vocal tract of the higher 
formant frequencies) causes the singers to be heard above the orchestra. This requires a specific vocal 
technique and years of training. In this sense, the opera voice is very artificial. The necessity for opera -
singers to be heard in a large room above an orchestra without electronic amplification, is in my opinion 
often at the expense of the ‘liveliness’ of the sound, excluding a diversity of timbres and vocal variety and 
masking vocal details. 
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voice has an authorial status and is the permanent material basis for the live 

performance; the male transvestite creates an evanescent, interpretative performance. 

Whereas in a normal operatic performance, the score, authored by the (mostly male) 

composer is the permanent material basis for any live performance by singers and 

musicians. 
 
In lip-synching drag acts, the text being performed is not the operatic passage in question 
(an excerpt from Orfeo, authored by Gluck), which has receded to a more distant remove. 
Rather, the text is the female singer’s voice, Eurydice-sound, authored by, say, Benita 
Valente, and caught forever on tape. This taped voice is the permanent material basis for 
generating a performance (Pepper’s lipsynching and miming), just as a score of Orfeo - 
paper and ink and binding - constitutes a permanent material basis for any live 
performance of the opera. On the Mister Butterfly stage, female voices make the sound-
text that sets biologically male puppets spinning in an interpretive dance. In this sound-text 
the women’s singing voices themselves have an explicitly authorial force, and these 
strange lip-synching scenes represent women as the makers of the musical sonority in 
opera. (Abbate 1993: 228) 
 

With the advent of audio and visual recording technology, performance can become a 

permanent, authoritative text. When recorded, the musical work of a singer is 

repeatable, distributable and longlasting, after the moment of performance and after 

the death of the singer. It can be listened to and analysed again and again. Through 

sound recording, the music of the singer can be perceived beyond the reach of the 

singer herself. Recorded, the creative work of the performer can acquire a status 

comparable to a composition: permanent, reproducible and authoritative.  

For singer-composers like Joan La Barbara, Diamanda Galás or Laurie 

Anderson, sound recording is very important for their work; especially so because 

extended vocal techniques, a specific timbre or a special way of speaking or singing, 

subtle timing and intonation, are all features which cannot be notated adequately and 

are essential for their work. The same is true for many vocalists in pop/rock music, in 

which there is not a standard way of singing and the specific sound of a particular 

voice is a very important, identifying element. Sound recording technology has 

contributed to the extension and proliferation of the work of the (often female) 

vocalist.38 Whether she made it on her own or co-produced it with others, the work of 

the vocalist is an inextricable and essential part of a musical piece consisting of 

                     
38 But of course other influences were also important: for example, the search for new sounds in avant-
garde music and performance art. 
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recorded vocal sounds. Thus, the roles of vocalist and composer could be considered 

as changed or merged.  

As a (co-)creator of a permanent recorded object consisting of an 

interpretation, improvisation or tape-composition, it seems fair to assign the vocalist 

the status of an author. But sound technology did not eliminate the dichotomy of 

composer and performer. Although the art of performance-interpretation or 

improvisation is, when recorded, available as a lasting object for analysis (for 

example to compare different performances of the same composition, or to analyse an 

improvisation) musicology of Western classical music was for a long time,, and to a 

large extent still is, predominantly concerned with scores and with composers. And 

although one can argue that in pop, rock or avant-garde tape music the work of the 

composer and the work of the vocalist/instrumentalist are essentially intertwined, the 

distinction between composer and performer is still important with regard to musical 

author's rights.39 One of the features of the emancipation of (often female) vocalists in 

pop/rock music is the fact that nowadays they are often credited not just as performers 

but also as (co-)composers and (co-)producers. Thus, vocalists became authors by 

formally becoming composers, rather than by a change in the concepts of author and 

performer.40 

Essential features of most electroacoustic music are the creative use of recording 

technology and the composition of musical parameters that cannot be represented 

adequately with traditional musical notation. What does this infer for the roles of 

composer and vocalist? In Chapter V, the relation between the composer and vocalist in 

Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) has been discussed. The work of the vocalist and the 

composer is interwoven in Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), but only the composer Berio is 

considered the author of this piece and vocalist Berberian is often not even mentioned. I 

                     
39 Keith Negus states it as follows:  

 
Although performance has been increasingly acknowledged as a theoretical issue, and despite the critical 
recognition accorded to performers (whether improvising jazz musicians, pre-pop crooners, or girl groups), 
it is the originating author (the composing songwriter) who holds a privileged place in the economic and 
cultural valuing of creativity (rights revenue is allocated to the song ‘writer’ and not the interpreter). 
(Negus 2011: 610) 
 

40 Nicholas Cook makes a related remark that ‘Perhaps the best indication of [the marginalisation of 
performance] is the way in which [...] we establish the aesthetic legitimacy of performers by 
demonstrating that they aren’t just performers but in some sense composers.’ (Cook 1995–1996: 33) 
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also showed that a reconsideration of the vocalist’s work can inspire a different 

interpretation of the composition. In the current chapter, I discuss the relationship 

between vocalist and composer with regard to several other compositions. These 

compositions show different kinds of relations between vocalist and composer in the 

music and surrounding texts (programme notes, sleeve notes, announcements, stage 

presentation, etc.). My concern is with the composer and vocalist as apparent in these 

different (musical and non-musical) texts, not with the real, empirical, flesh-and-blood 

composer and vocalist. By broadening the notion of the musical work with its con-texts, 

it becomes impossible to posit a strict line between the apparent and the real 

author/composer/vocalist. The real author/composer/vocalist becomes as it were a text 

him-/herself. In any case, one can never have access to a real author-as-author without 

taking into consideration all kinds of texts of this author. Moreover, the interest in a real 

or implied author is embedded in an ideology of authorship. By extending such issues of 

authorship to the work of the vocalist, I grant the vocalist not only the status but also the 

demise of the author. The last part of this chapter deals with ‘the death of the vocalist’: 

the critical (mis)use of recorded voices. 
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VII.2.1 Visage: Improvisation incorporated in a composition 

 

Berio’s next electro-vocal composition after Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is Visage (1961). 

This work consists mainly, and most prominently, of the voice of Cathy Berberian 

uttering all kinds of sounds and only one word: ‘parole’. For this composition, Berio 

asked Berberian to improvise according to a few, vague instructions (Berberian in 

Stoïanova 1985: 70). The recording of this improvisation forms the main part of Visage; 

Berio made a montage of it and added electronic sounds and manipulations in the back-

ground (Osmond-Smith 1991: 64). Berberian’s sighing, crying, laughing, moaning, 

groaning, stammering and singing, and her many other non-verbal vocal sounds, are the 

most striking features of Visage. These sounds shocked the Radio of Milano and made 

them consider Visage as ‘obscene’ (Osmond-Smith 1991: 64), ‘indecent’ (Stoïanova 

1985: 71) and ‘too pornographic’ (Berberian in Stoïanova 1985: 71). Although Visage 

was made in the Studio of Phonology of the Radio of Milano, it was not broadcast in full 

(Stoïanova 1985: 71). 

 With Visage, vocal production and improvisation – features that usually are 

considered as part of performance – now form a permanent, reproducible, distributable 

product, a tape composition, a musical work. The creative role of the female voice in 

Visage is more openly acknowledged than in Thema: Berberian is often mentioned as 

improviser. But Berberian is not considered as a co-composer or co-author, although 

Berio and Berberian worked together making Visage, and Berberian's particular voice 

and improvisations form the main part of the composition. Berberian is mentioned in the 

sleeve notes, but her place is less prominent than Berio’s.41 In the sleeve notes of the CD 

                     
41 On the LP CE 31027 LUCIANO BERIO, the piece is presented as: 
‘VISAGE for magnetic tape, based on the voice of CATHY BERBERIAN and electronic sounds’. 
It is clear that Berberian has a prominent place in these credits. This contrasts with the comment by Berio: 
after 31 lines of abstract thoughts about the piece in relation to language and music, he states in the 
penultimate sentence: ‘The voice is that of Cathy Berberian.’ The voice is objectified; Berberian is not 
presented as a creative (in fact: improvising) subject or person. 
 In the sleeve notes of the CD ACOUSMATRIX 7 (BV Haast CD 9109), Konrad Boehmer partly 
cites Berio’s comment as it was published in the sleeve notes of the LP. But Boehmer adds his own opinion 
about the importance of Berberian’s share: 
 

As a matter of fact, the vivacity of Visage is based for a considerable part on the universal vocal virtuosity of 
the late Cathy Berberian (who also lent her voice for Thema), who, by crying, laughing or wailing, creates a 
kind of meta-piece which can be situated between music and radio-phantasmagory. Thus she unchains the 
singer’s voice from the classical conceptions of singing. 
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LUCIANO BERIO – MANY MORE VOICES (BMG 1998),42 the same statement is repeated. 

Although most of the compositions on the BVHaast CD43 with electronic works by 

Berio and Maderna mainly consist of Berberian’s voice,44 her name is not on the cover; 

only the names of composers Berio and Maderna. And in Dreßen’s (1982) analysis (just 

as in his analysis of Thema),45 Berberian is not mentioned at all; he does not even 

mention that the voice in this piece is a female voice. Strangely, he does mention that in 

the end, ‘a kind of electronic man’s choir comes out’ of the sound mass (Dreßen 1982: 

92). Otherwise, he only writes about ‘a voice’. Stoïanova suggests that Berberian’s art is 

unconscious by writing that ‘her voice’ ‘invented the expressive utterances’ (Stoïanova 

1985: 67). According to Stoïanova, ‘the author’ (i.e. Berio) is ‘the owner of the body, 

matter, sensuality and compositional technique’ and ‘composes a coherent version’ by 

his ‘compositional cutting’ (Stoïanova 1985: 71). Here, Berio is presented as the male 

composer-author who is in control, who made a coherent, unitary artwork and who 

masters and owns its ‘material’, i.e. female voice Berberian. Again we see the opposition 

of author/mind/control/composer/owner vs. voice/body/matter. 

 According to the texts accompanying Visage, the male composer-author 

organized (i.e. predominantly the work of the mind) the piece and is the most important. 

The female vocalist is assigned a less prominent place (some acknowledge her creative 

share more than others). But why not say that she produced the most striking part of the 

composition by her vocal art, vocal sound production and improvisation (i.e., work of 

body and mind)? The ambiguous authorial relation between Berio and Berberian is 
                                                           
Boehmer’s words present Berberian as a creative subject, as an important co-creator of Visage. 

42 BMG 09026-68302-2. 
 
43ACOUSMATRIX 7, BERIO/MADERNA: ELECTRONIC WORKS, BV Haast CD 9109. 

44According to Osmond-Smith (1991), Maderna’s Dimensioni II consists of Berberian’s reading of a 
phonetic text by Hans G. Helms, ‘infusing it with whatever intonations her imagination might suggest’ 
(63). In the sleeve notes of the CD ACOUSMATRIX 7, Berberian is not mentioned in relation to Dimensioni 
II.  

This piece is based on phonemes composed by the poet Hans G. Helms[...] Though the phonemes have no 
concrete meaning, the way they are pronounced creates specific ‘rhetoric gestures’. The piece is composed in a 
free technique which Maderna has often used in his electroacoustical pieces: listening carefully to the material 
and then taking on-the-spot decisions on its disposition within the musical texture. (Konrad Boehmer)  

We do not read here who pronounced the phonemes and to whose voice Maderna was listening. 

45 See Chapter V. 
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illustrated by Osmond-Smith’s remark that Berio ‘allowed Berberian’s fertile 

imagination its head’ (Osmond-Smith 1991: 63). Berio is the composer-author who gave 

Berberian’s creative voice a large and important place (the ‘central core’ according to 

Osmond-Smith 1991: 64) in this composition; and Berberian’s voice is for ever an 

indissoluble part of this musical work.46 

 

 

VII.2.2 La Barbara: A musical portrait of a singer-composer 

 

La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The Music (1991) for voice and computer music on 

tape 47 by Larry Austin is another electroacoustic composition with female voice by a 

male composer. But the relation between author and voice in this piece is uncommon. 

‘La Barbara was commissioned and composed for performance by the accomplished 

and acclaimed singer and composer, Joan La Barbara’, is the first sentence of the sleeve 

notes. In La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The Music, we hear fragments of an 

interview by composer Larry Austin with singer-composer Joan La Barbara: ‘thirty three 

moments extracted from our recorded conversation, moments chosen because they 

seemed an essence of a facet of her career as a singer/vocalist/composer’, according to 

Larry Austin in the sleeve notes.  

 In the tape part, Joan La Barbara tells about her name and the sound of her name 

(The Name); about the vocal sounds she makes (The Sounds); she describes why she 

uses certain sounds and how she composes her vocal sounds (The Music). Joan La 

Barbara tells how she acquired her name when she married. The marriage lasted only 

ten months, but she kept the name after changing it slightly, because she liked the 

sound of this name: it had a better ‘flow’ than her own name. Then she demonstrates 

what she means by vocally performing her name, by making the ‘flow’ she hears in 

this name explicit by the intonation and timing of her voice. One also hears her 
                     
46 I will not elaborate on a musical analysis of Visage here, having already devoted a whole chapter to 
Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) (Chapter V). But the terms ‘obscene’ and ‘pornographic’ already hint to 
some interesting material, as well as the following observation by Simon Emmerson: ‘The soloist is not 
only a prisoner in an increasingly oppressive sound world, but one in which sonic violence is evidently 
to suppress her voice (literally).’ (Emmerson 2007: 78) 
  
47 Recording on CDCM CMS 13, Centaur Records, CRC 2166, with Joan La Barbara, soprano. 
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improvising on the sounds of her name, and improvising with other non-verbal 

extended vocal sounds. On the tape part, La Barbara’s vocal sounds are treated so that 

they keep their own character: the electronic processing stresses the richness of these 

sounds and does not destroy or overwhelm La Barbara’s voice. In a live performance of 

the composition, one also hears and sees Joan La Barbara live, doing vocal improvisati-

on on the stage, accompanying the playback of the tape. 

 The author-composer of La Barbara: The Name, The Sound, The Music is Larry 

Austin. But in this composition, the vocalist is presented as another author, not only of 

other compositions, but also of her vocal art: her vocal sound production and her vocal 

improvisation. This is done by a juxtaposition of different discourses of hers: 

1. telling about her work and her authorship in a recorded interview; 

2. recorded vocal improvisation with non-verbal vocal sound;  

3. Joan La Barbara as improvising live performer, visible for the audience. 

In the interview, La Barbara explains her non-verbal vocal art. Through this embedding, 

her non-verbal vocal sounds are presented as her creative, authorial, and conscious musi-

cal discourse. This is quite different from nineteenth-century opera and classic 

Hollywood film, where in the narrative the non-verbal ‘cry’ of the female character is an 

involuntary and powerless cry of fear or death, as discussed in Chapter III.48 Moreover, 

through the combination of the interview, the processed improvisations on the tape 

part, and the text in the sleeve notes, it is stressed that the vocalist on stage is not just 

performing someone else's composition, but that she, through her improvisation and 

creation of vocal sound, is a creative agent. The story which Joan La Barbara tells 

about her name is very significant. It stresses the connection between her authorship 

and her vocal sound. Her name is presented as a consciously chosen artist-author's 

name. By improvising with it, this name is integrated into her vocal art. This name has 

a typical feminine history: it was acquired through marriage. But this name soon 

changed its status, not being the name of her husband any more, but being chosen, 

appropriated and changed on musical grounds. 

 In this composition La Barbara is presented as an embodied, plural author, 

referring to other works outside the composition. But she does not have the status of 

                     
48 See also Dame (1994), Poizat (1992 [1986]), Silverman (1988), Bosma (1995). 
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the author of this composition itself, though she partook in its creation for a large part: 

as initiator she commissioned it, and as collaborator she produced the text, the vocal 

sounds and the improvisations. Author-composer Larry Austin created the framework, 

the structure. As a listener, I would say that this composition is a co-production or co-

creation by two co-authors. However, this is not the case: only Larry Austin is 

mentioned as the author-composer, it is his composition (and it is registered as such at 

BMI). La Barbara’s name is in the title. Larry Austin calls the composition a portrait – 

and commissioned portraits indeed are similar complex works with two different 

kinds of subjects: the author/painter/photographer and the subject portrayed. Joan La 

Barbara is object of this composition, and subject in the composition. She is also 

subject ‘outside’ or ‘before’ this composition, because she commissioned it. Very 

explicit, and very real, a female voice is speaking in and through a composition of a 

male composer.  

However, reviewing a performance in the New York Times (September 12, 

1996), critic Allan Kozinn takes the piece as a normal composition for female vocalist 

and tape, and puts Joan La Barbara in a passive, dependent role, when he for example 

states that ‘the work had Ms. La Barbara chirping, whispering, scat singing, clicking, 

chattering, panting and also singing’. He even judges that ‘the inclusion of excerpts 

from a discussion between Mr. Austin and Ms. La Barbara in the work itself seemed a 

misstep’, thereby rejecting the central theme of the work: Joan La Barbara as 

subject.49 

When I asked composer Larry Austin whether La Barbara can only be 

performed by Joan La Barbara herself, his answer was:  
 

Never been asked about this, not even by Joan, herself. The piece could be performed 
by another soprano/vocalist. There is no prohibition against this, except that I would 
have to approve of the performance; i.e., I would want to "audition" this person before 
sanctioning the performance. I own the piece and publish it. I control the rights to the 
piece and its performances. I can imagine that someday a person might want to perform 
it as a kind of homage to Joan. No problem.50 
 

Thus, the composer stresses his position as a composer/author and he also places the 

composition in the conventional category of a work for female vocalist and tape, a 
                     
49 See http://www.music.unt.edu/cemi/LARevs.htm. 
 
50 E-mail of Larry Austin to Hannah Bosma, 17 December 2002. 
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work authored by one male composer to be performed by any female vocalist who is 

sanctioned by the composer. However, he also considers a (hypothetical) performance 

by another vocalist as a homage to Joan La Barbara, thus acknowledging her special 

position in the work. 

Joan La Barbara is well known as a composer-vocalist. She performs her own 

work, often using electronic sound technology,51 as well as the works of many avant-

garde composers. She is also a composer of instrumental and electronic/computer 

music.52 In her discography53 a clear division is made between performances of her own 

works, of which she herself is the composer, and performances of works by other 

composers. La Barbara: The Name, The Sound, The Music is on the list of her 

performances of works by other composers, thus adhering to the traditional division 

between composer and performer, instead of the possibility of a more equivalent co-

creation. Although subversive from within, the cultural position of La Barbara is 

ultimately determined by the traditional format. 

 

 

VII.2.3 Voice as composition 

 

Nadir & Zenit54(1992) by Greetje Bijma, Louis Andriessen and Sybren Polet is an 

example of an acknowledged co-production. Bijma and Andriessen made a musical 

composition of the text by Sybren Polet by recording their improvisation; in the sleeve 

notes both Bijma and Andriessen are mentioned as the musical authors. Louis 

Andriessen is well-known as a composer; he plays electronic keyboards in this piece. 

Greetje Bijma is a jazz and improvised music vocalist, using extended vocal 

techniques.55 In Nadir & Zenit she gives a vocal interpretation of Polet's text, with a 

great variety of timbres and vocal techniques, and with subtle tonal, rhythmic and 

                     
51 See VII.2.3. 
 
52 See the long list on http://www.joanlabarbara.com (accessed 28 October 2012). 

53 See http://www.joanlabarbara.com (accessed 28 October 2012). 
 
54 BV Haast CD 9303; as a radio piece it won the Prix Italia in 1992. 
 
55 Many CDs with her work are available via: BV Haast, ENJA Records. JARO Medien. 
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timbral inflections. Such aspects of sound are of central importance in much avant-

garde music. In most avant-garde electroacoustic music, the main focus is generally 

not on pitch and rhythm, parameters that are traditionally primary with regard to 

notation and composition (note-based music); but on other aspects of sound, of sound 

structure and of sound development (sound-based music).56 To a lesser extent, this is 

also true for avant-garde classical instrumental/vocal music; this came about under the 

influence of electroacoustic music but it is also an independent musical development, 

which influenced electroacoustic music in turn. (The work of Edgard Varèse [1883–

1965] shows how instrumental music was ahead of electroacoustic technological 

possibilities in the creation of sound-based music.) Sound recording technology 

facilitates the composition of a lasting musical object with musical and vocal 

parameters that are difficult to notate, such as particular timbres and singing 

techniques, and subtle tonal, rhythmic and timbral inflections. These vocal parameters 

are often the creative domain of vocalists. With regard to Nadir & Zenit vocalist 

Greetje Bijma is indeed acknowledged as co-author of the music. 

Electronic sound technology makes it possible for a vocalist to compose 

directly with vocal sound on tape. Singer-composers who compose by combining 

voice with electronics include Diamanda Galás, Shelley Hirsch, Greetje Bijma, 

Kristin Norderval, Franziska Baumann, Pamela Z and Joan La Barbara. Sound 

recording technology makes it possible to record a performance-interpretation of a 

score, to record an improvisation, or to compose with voice sound on tape. With a 

recording of a performance or an improvisation or with a tape-composition of her 

vocal sound, a singer becomes a creator of a permanent creative art object. 

An example of Joan La Barbara's own electro-vocal work is the CD album 

SOUND PAINTINGS.57 She figures on this album not only as composer and vocalist, but 

also as player of quirro and maracas, as (recording and remix) engineer and as co-

producer (other musicians and engineers are also mentioned). The pieces on this album 

consist of multi-layered recordings of her voice. Her vocal authority is stressed by the 

remark on the sleeve that ‘[a]ll of the vocal sounds on this CD were recorded in real time 

                     
56 For note-based vs. sound-based music, see Landy (2007). 
 
57 Lovely Music LCD 3001, 1990 (individual pieces 1979, 1980, 1983, 1984, 1988). 
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with no electronic manipulations and consist of both traditional and “extended” vocal 

techniques I have developed over the past twenty years.’ The sleeve notes of author-

composer-vocalist La Barbara refer to her creation of the vocal sounds, to her 

development of extended vocal techniques and to her composition of the musical pieces. 

Thus, vocalising, musical creation and composition are presented as related activities by 

the same author-composer-vocalist.  

 Another electro-vocal work by La Barbara, 73 Poems,58 is presented as a co-

production between poet/visual artist Kenneth Goldsmith and composer-vocalist La 

Barbara (both names are on the cover), instead of a composer ‘using’ or ‘taking’ a text 

from a writer whose name is mentioned in a less prominent place. In the sleeve notes (by 

John Schaefer) this co-operation is highlighted and contrasted with the traditional situati-

on, where writers were often wary of setting their verse to music (for example, Goethe 

refused Schubert’s request for permission to set his poetry). 73 Poems is co-authored 

rather than showing the stereotypical rivalry between the author of the text and the 

author of the music. 

 

 

VII.2.4 Hildegard Westerkamp: Voices of a female author 

 

In the work of Hildegard Westerkamp, her own speaking voice is often present. India 

Sound Journal consists of recordings of environmental sounds in India, combined with 

the projection of images made during the same journey and with Westerkamp’s voice. 

At the beginning of the performance in Montreal, September 1995, one heard Wester-

kamp’s speaking voice without seeing anybody. She said: ‘I am in India,’ and mentioned 

a date in the past. Then one heard this same voice saying: ‘I am in Montreal,’ and she 

mentioned the date of that day. Hildegard Westerkamp seemed to have two voices, one 

in the past, one in the present. Confusion. Were these voices live or recorded? Then 

Hildegard Westerkamp herself came on the stage, and told with musical timing about her 

experiences in India: the confusing, overwhelming sensory perceptions, the large con-

                     
58 Lovely Music LCD 3002, 1994. 
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trasts; being immersed in a culture which is so different. At the same time, there were 

sounds and pictures of this experience. 

 Here, the author is in the middle of the piece, referring to the author outside the 

piece, to the experiences of the author in another world. While at the same time 

‘mastering’ her piece and her performance, this author is also telling about being 

overwhelmed and confused in another culture, in another place. 

 By telling about her own experiences it is stressed that this female vocal per-

former is not ‘just’ a vocalist-performer, but that she is the composer-author. The vocal 

and bodily presence of the author in this piece stresses that the composer-author is fema-

le. Both are exceptional, since female vocalists are mostly performers and not 

composers, and composers are mostly male. 

 Westerkamp’s presence in the piece stresses her subjectivity in different ways: 

1. as speaking subject, using language and not being a vocal object; 

2. as author; 

3. as embodied subject. Her bodily presence is not on display, as female bodies 

often are; nor is her subjectivity disembodied, as is the case with the classical 

(male) author and with the Cartesian notion of the (universal=male) subject: 

Westerkamp is bodily present as an active subject. Her bodily presence indicates 

her specific, non-universal being; among her many characteristics, one finds that 

she is a white woman. 

4. as a situated, non-universal subject,59 formed by a specific culture, being confu-

sed and overwhelmed in another culture. 

The sound recordings and the pictures are presented as subjective: as being made by a 

specific subject, as an extension of her subjective listening experience and other sensory 

experiences. Normally, sound recording is conceived as a neutral, objective recording of 

reality. Westerkamp stresses the subjectivity of listening, and, as an extension of this, of 

recording: recording as an extended, subjective ear. 

 

 

                     
59 See Braidotti (1994). 
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VII.2.5 Laurie Anderson: What is an author? 

 

In her performances Laurie Anderson often tells stories about herself. In these stories she 

does not only figure as a person, but also as an artist, an author. The CD THE UGLY ONE 

WITH THE JEWELS60 is an edited recording of a performance consisting almost entirely of 

her stories. Compared with her other shows and albums there are relatively few musical 

elements. Many stories can be read in her book Stories from the Nerve Bible.  

 By telling stories wherein she herself figures, it is stressed that the speaking and 

singing female vocalist one sees and hears on the stage or hears on the CD is also the 

author, and that author is female. In general, it is normal for female singers to sing or tell 

the stories of others, by performing a persona created by a (mostly male) writer and 

composer (for example in opera or in song). This context gives the autobiographical 

element in Anderson’s work a special meaning: she again and again (in the performance, 

and not only in the credits) stresses that she is not singing others’ songs or stories, but 

that she herself made her songs and stories.  

 While the lives of divas like Maria Callas sometimes seem to resemble the 

fantastic stories of the operas (with glamour and tragic love-affairs), Laurie Anderson 

turns it the other way round: she writes her stories according to her life. But of course we 

know her life only as it is being told by her. Laurie Anderson writes her own life. She, 

the teller, is in her own stories, while these stories are invented by her: a ‘closed circuit’ 

between singer/teller and song/story/persona. 
 
I turned the corner in Soho today 
and somebody looked right at me and said, 
‘Oh no! Another Laurie Anderson clone!’ 
(from ‘Talk Normal’ 1986; Anderson 1994: 225) 
 

  Often the stories are quite fantastic and obviously stylized. Are they true? Did 

the stories truly happen? Does that matter? This is, after all, art. Is this author, this Laurie 

Anderson as she is presented in the story and in the performance, a fiction? Is this per-

former Laurie Anderson ‘herself’, or does she perform the role of Laurie Anderson? In 

literature, the ‘I’ in the novel is not the writer him/herself: it is a narrating persona. The 

                     
60 Warner Bros. 9 45847-2 
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same can be said about Anderson’s performances: isn’t the ‘I’ we see and hear a 

persona? A persona which represents the author and which has much in common with 

the author, but which is first of all an artistic construction. But Anderson ‘herself’ seems 

to answer this question differently in the introduction to Stories from the Nerve Bible:  
 

[O]ne question that people often ask me is, ‘Is this stuff actually true?’ The answer is yes. 
Except for the songs, of course. For example, I never really saw a host of angels mowing 
down my lawn. I don’t even have a lawn. It just seems like I do sometimes. (Anderson 1994: 
7) 

 
Even if these stories are ‘true’, they are in any case very much stylized selections of the 

truth; the same can be said about the introduction from which the above quote is taken. 

Anderson already points to this early in her career, in an interview with John Howell: 

 
- Are there things you’ve thought of as material that you wouldn’t perform for some 
reason or another? 
‘Yeah, but I can’t talk about them for the same reason. I’ve never said anything that I felt 
uncomfortable saying. [...] I always felt it was a mistake being labeled as an autobiograph-
ical artist. I never felt I used that kind of material as primary stuff but that it was fitted into 
this structure that made it something else. [...] You cannot not project yourself in some 
way.’ (Howell 1979: 17) 
 

I think it is important to realize that although the form of Anderson’s performance is 

autobiographical, we don’t know about the content. And what does it matter? For the 

listener, reader and viewer, author Laurie Anderson exists only through her music, texts 

and performances anyhow. In her work, Laurie Anderson is a function of the music, text 

and performance. Of course, for some or maybe most listeners/viewers/readers, the 

illusion of the real, personal Laurie Anderson is important. An example of this can be 

found in an interview with Anderson; it is at the same time an example of this 

problematic being a theme in her work and in the reception of it (here in the form of the 

interviewer): 
 
- Do people still confuse ‘you’ with Laurie Anderson, the performer? 
‘Not now, but it used to happen. People used to think I was their friend because they knew 
so much about me, or thought they did. I used to get letters that were quite personal.’ (John 
Howell 1979: 17) 
 

 The phenomenon of the interview itself is of course symptomatic of the desire to 

find the real author or person behind the author as she appears in her works. But who do 

we learn to know in an interview? Isn’t an interview a (different kind of) performance in 

itself? (And let’s not forget that an interview is a co-production in a problematic form: 
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we never know whose words we’re reading; ultimately the interviewer writes all the 

words.) Isn’t the pop- or film-star also a persona outside musical works, performances or 

films? The author outside her work is constructed by interviews and other (visual, aural, 

linguistic) texts. Often, the Laurie-Anderson-in-the-performance tells (or conceals) the 

same as Laurie-Anderson-outside-the-performance being interviewed, as the first quote 

above of Howell/Anderson (1979) makes clear. In interviews, Laurie Anderson also 

seems to tell stories about her life, as in her performances;61 sometimes these stories are 

the same. This can have the effect of confusing the boundaries between art and real life: 

is this evidence of the autobiographical nature of her art, or does it instead show that 

interviews are also performances?  

 An interviewer can be charmed by Anderson’s ‘interview-performance’, as is the 

case with Hester Carvalho:  

 
Haar stem is hypnotiserend. Dankzij de nauwkeurige woordkeuze en pauzes wordt het 
gesprek een optreden voor één toeschouwer.62 (Carvalho 1995)  
 

Interviewer Jenny Turner, however, was manifestly irritated by Laurie Anderson’s story-

telling in the interview: 
 
L[aurie A[nderson] is happy to tell stories about anything you like until the cows come 
home. Except that she tells them the way that she wants to, which doesn’t have a lot to do 
with telling you what you want to know. Although she swears to the veracity of every 
word of her stories, told in the loft or from the stage - ‘The songs aren’t, necessarily. But 
all my stories are completely true’ - they are true only in a particular way. [...] These 
anecdotes are not being remembered afresh. They are being remembered as a pre-existing 
memory, already organised in its little frame. Some of them I have already read in 
clippings from the US press. Several of them were turned into recordings or performance 
pieces many, many years ago. (Turner 1995: 29)63 
 

 The blurring of the boundaries between art and life in Anderson’s work shows 

autobiography as an artistic genre, and both the author-in-the-work and the author-

outside-the-work as constructions. Often the author-constructions look very ‘natural’; its 

                     
61 I interviewed Laurie Anderson for the radio programme 220 Volt of radio De Concertzender, The 
Netherlands, 28 October 1995. 
 
62 ‘Her voice hypnotizes. Thanks to the careful choice of words and pauses the conversation becomes a 
performance for one spectator.’ (Translation by Hannah Bosma.) 
 
63 I thank Henriette Straub for giving me this article. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

VII ‘The Death of the Singer’ 
 

195 

artificiality can be compared with cosmetics creating a ‘natural look’. On the other hand, 

in her performances, film and recordings, Anderson also shows some emphatic con-

structions of her appearance and voice: visual and vocal masks like the impressive 

strange facial masks, hiding other masks, in the BBC documentary The Human Face 

(1991), or, among others, the ‘Sharkey’ mask for the Mister Heartbreak tour (1984); or 

her voice transformed by a Vocoder into a deep male voice in many performances. ‘It’s 

such a relief not to be myself!’ (from an interview with John Howell 1984, in Anderson 

1994: 87) Anderson compares her use of different vocal styles with her vocal 

‘performance’ in real life: 
 
- You don’t call what you do in your performances acting, and it isn’t just personality 
either. 
‘I would call it talking styles. For instance, I’ve used about eight talking styles today, 
starting with a phone call about a death in the family and talking with my mother, then 
screaming at the lawyer in my most efficient, business-like style. A lot of audio stuff I’ve 
done has drawn on that – you could either use the filters you already have or, as I like to 
do, use electronic ones. The first songs I did like that were Songs for Telephones, half 
normal voice and half through a telephone filter, that voice of New York social life: “Hi, 
how are you, we should really get together some time.” Things people keep saying and 
that’s the total sum of the conversation, just social jive talking that everybody does. I do it 
all the time. Since I work a lot with tape, I get used to hearing myself, and when I listen to 
myself talking with other people during the day, I realize how many styles I actually have, 
and it’s a lot. So the extent to which I use any idea of acting is to use those different forms 
of voices.’ (Howell 1979: 16) 
 

These masks can be seen as pointing to and playing with the constructedness and the 

different roles of the subject, and as making possible a playful freedom. By their 

emphaticalness, however, it seems to me that they also point to the difference in truthful-

ness of different constructions, and so are not suggesting a postmodern pure, value-free 

indifference. Though no one persona is the one and only completely pure real Laurie 

Anderson, some of her personas seem more true or real than others.  

 
[S]he had gone to the Museum of Natural History and written about a stuffed seal in its 
painted panorama of icebergs and snow floats. I think about that seal a lot at night when 
I’m sitting around trying to figure out what my life is slowly becoming.  
 
Art and illusion, illusion and art 
This is the song that I’m singing in my heart 
Art and illusion, illusion and art 
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Was it a real seal, or was it only art? 
Was it a former seal, or was it really art? 
Art and illusion, illusion and art.  
 
(Anderson 1994: 106) 

 
 Looking back to Austin’s La Barbara and Westerkamp’s Journal, we are now 

warned to be careful about the (auto)biographic nature of these pieces. Authors, whether 

inside or outside compositions, are always constructions and roles. La Barbara already 

gave this warning, in replying to Austin’s question about her name with: ‘Do you want 

the real story?’, and going on to say that in the past she used to tell different stories about 

it. Does it matter whether La Barbara and Westerkamp are telling the truth in these  

pieces? What is important here is that in all these pieces female authors are represented. 
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VII.3 ‘The Death of the Singer’ 

 

The power and the problematic of authorship resides in the permanency of the work, of 

which the written text is a prototype. Because of its permanence, a written text can be 

interpreted by different persons in different times and places.64 An author is 

fundamentally absent from his text (or film, or tape-composition). Although authors 

often try to exert as much power over their work as possible, and although law 

protects the author to a large extent, authors cannot control the interpretations, 

influences and traces marked by their works. (They cannot even fully control the text 

itself, there are always enormous influences from other persons, culture, 

circumstances, styles and conventions, as well as from the unconscious of the author.) 

The author is ‘dead’: the reader brings the text alive, there are multiple ways to 

interpret and there is no guarantee that the intentions of the author will be followed. 

 The author of a text or film is essentially absent from this text or film; the 

composer is absent from the score. But when the notion of the artwork is extended to 

improvisations and other live, bodily practices, the notion of an abstract author is more 

problematic. In improvisation or performance, where does the musical or performative 

text end and the person begin? And what difference does it make when this performance 

is recorded? The author-performer is also ‘dead’ in a live performance in the sense that 

s/he does not fully control the performance and that s/he does not control the 

interpretations by the audience. But a difference is that live performance is momentary 

and is in time and place inherently connected to the author-performer. When recorded 

however, the performative text may become permanent, copied, out of the reach of the 

author, and may come in different contexts. 

 Through recording, a vocalist can become as it were an author of a lasting, 

distributable product, and thus ‘die’ by her/his absence from it.65 The recording can be 

‘stolen’ and re-used in a way which was not intended. (Although this may be illegal if 

                     
64 With ‘permanency’ I do not only mean ‘paper and ink’, but also the abstract permanency of a written 
text: it can be copied and multiplied but it is still the same text. 
 
65 Ironically, one of the first usages of sound recording as envisioned for Thomas Edison’s phonograph, 
was the preservation of ‘dead’ voices, by for example recording the voices of dying people as a 
souvenir (Engh 1994: 124, quoting Scientific American December 22, 1877; March 26, 1887; 
November 19, 1887). 
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the author, performer or producer has not given permission – ‘sampling’ has caused 

many law suits and disputes; see Cutler 1994.) Making a new electronic composition 

out of pre-existing recorded music has been called ‘plunderphonics’ by John Oswald 

(Cutler 1994).66 The three compositions discussed below are each based on the 

manipulation of one vocalist’s recording. The manipulation techniques differ for each 

composition: manipulation of records, tape cutting and splicing, or computer-based 

analysis/re-synthesis. What is the virtual relation of the ‘plundering’ composer with 

the ‘plundered’ vocalist? Interpretation, violation, homage, indifference, theft? 

 

 

VII.3.1 Maria Callas 

 

An example of plunderphonics is the piece Maria Callas (1988)67 by Christian 

Marclay. Marclay’s artistic work is for an important part concerned with the 

manipulation of records; whether as live, improvising turntablist, as composer of 

recorded pieces (such as this one), or as visual artist. For Maria Callas, records were 

mixed and manipulated on multiple turntables, and recorded with overdubbing.68 This 

piece consists of a re-composition of fragments of recorded singing from the famous 

singer Maria Callas. Her long high notes and non-verbal vocalisations are 

emphatically edited, cut, rearranged and superposed; the sound of her voice is not 

distorted. Except for ‘encore, encore’ (1'46-1'55), no words can be heard. Callas' 

vocal art forms the basis and the material for this composition. Without her recorded 

singing, this composition would not exist. Marclay did not secretly ‘steal’ her 

recorded singing, but draws attention to Maria Callas by giving her name to the title 

of this piece. Marclay's manipulations are heard clearly. Both ‘Callas' part’ and 

‘Marclay's part’ are distinguishable in Maria Callas. 

                     
66 The first ‘plunderphonics’ piece based on one recording (Elvis Presley’s Blue Suede Shoes) is 
Collage Nr. 1 (“Blue Suede”) by James Tenney, 1961 (Cutler 1994). 
 
67 On CD that comes with Musicworks 60, 1994; also on CD CHRISTIAN MARCLAY – MORE ENCORES, 
ReR CM1; originally 10” LP MORE ENCORES, No Man’s Land, nml 8816, 1988. 
 
68 Sleeve notes of MORE ENCORES. 
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 Is this piece an homage to Maria Callas, or does it make her singing 

ridiculous? The overall impression is an excessive exaggeration of the stereotypes of 

operatic singing, a larger-than-life sound bath, in a negative as well as in a positive 

sense. Callas' art of interpreting characters, often considered as her most important 

contribution to the history of opera performance, is completely lost in Maria Callas. 

Her singing is fragmented. The excessive prolongation (continuous repetition) of the 

high dominant b (0'57–1'43; 2'47–2'57), with Callas' wide vibrato (often considered 

one of her weak points), can have a ridiculing effect. Here the stereotype of female 

operatic singing as high, loud and non-verbal is reinforced; however, by its excessive 

exaggeration, it is criticized as well as de-stereotyped: we can listen anew to this long 

high note and hear the details inside. On the other hand, other parts highlight her 

beautiful, virtuosic vocal art. Particular aspects of Callas' singing are brought to the 

fore: her specific sound colours are isolated, superimposed and highlighted, as are her 

specific changes in sound colour, her typical vibrato, transitions between notes and 

sudden, fast, light, titillating coloratura. This is not so much a plain sound bath as a rain 

or shower of diverse, detailed, subtle, small sound movements of Callas’ non-verbal 

singing voice. 

All these aspects are features of operatic singing that are not notated in a score, 

but created by the vocalist. The structure of Maria Callas is based on the isolation and 

rearrangement of these features. Maria Callas is neither an interpretation-

appropriation of a musical composition, nor of a libretto (both the work of traditional 

authors); instead, it focuses on the vocal art of a singer. With Maria Callas, Marclay 

highlights singer Maria Callas as a vocal creator, or one might even say: vocal 

‘author’.  

 
 

VII.3.2 Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen 

 

Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen (1992/93)69 by Gilius van Bergeijk is another 

electroacoustic composition in which a recording of female singing is re-used. The 

main part of this composition is made by subjecting a recording of the fourth 
                     
69 On CD GILIUS VAN BERGEIJK - VOLUME ONE, X-OR CD 07. 
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movement of Gustav Mahler's Kindertotenlieder, performed by singer Kathleen 

Ferrier and conductor Bruno Walter (1949), to a procedure of shifting repetition. The 

composer made the piece by cutting and splicing audio tape by hand.70 First the first 

four seconds; then 1’-5’ , then 2’-6’, etc. Gradually the intervals become smaller: in 

the end one no longer hears repetition, but distortion. At first this procedure turns 

Ferrier's singing into stuttering; later one recognizes the procedure. The effect is an 

impression of great violence exerted on Ferrier's singing: regardless of music and 

phrasing, her voice is cut again and again in the middle of a note, phrase or breath. In 

the end, her voice is wildly distorted. 

 In the sleeve notes Richard Ayres states that the theme of Een Lied van Schijn 

en Weezen is the passage between illusion and reality. (The Dutch title translates as: A 

Song of Appearance and Being). He relates this to the text of Mahler's song:  

 
The beautiful text depicts a parent's two attempts at coming to terms psychologically 
with the death of children. During the first two verses a mother (in this recording) tries 
to convince herself that her children have merely gone out walking in the mountains, 
and that they will soon return safely home. In the final verse she finally admits that they 
won't be returning and have instead 'gone ahead' - a recognition that they are in fact 
dead, and that at some point everybody must follow. [...] The master tape consists of 
thousands of tiny tape slivers, all cut and glued together by hand, and all playing a 
unique part in the metamorphosis between what it appears to be – Mahler – and what it 
is in reality – Gilius van Bergeijk. 

 

One may relate this theme to the ‘Death of the Author’. While for the reader or the 

listener the author is absent and ‘dead’, for the author, writer or composer it is the 

other way around: his ‘children’ (his texts or compositions) will go away, will be cut 

off and, as it were, ‘die’. In Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen, the recording of Ferrier's 

and Walter's performance of Mahler's composition appears to be ‘dead’ or to have 

departed from its originators: re-used and changed by Gilius van Bergeijk. 

 In the sleeve notes, Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen is related to the text of 

Mahler's composition, but nothing is said about the performance by Kathleen Ferrier 

and Bruno Walter. The orchestra is not even mentioned. This is remarkable because 

Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen is completely made from the recording of their 

performance. Ferrier's voice especially is very characteristic for this piece. The 

recording is not a neutral reproduction of Mahler's score, but has a particular 
                     
70 Sleeve notes of the CD. 
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character. Van Bergeijk's compositional process does not manipulate Mahler's score, 

but the recording of Ferrier's and Walter's performance. The compositional process is 

however inspired by the text of Mahler's composition. The sleeve notes, the title and 

the compositional process of Van Bergeijk's composition relate to the text of Mahler's 

composition, not to Ferrier's vocal creation. Ferrier is described as a figure in the 

composition (‘a mother’), not as a vocal authority. Van Bergeijk's compositional 

method seems not to have any relation with Ferrier's particular way of singing. This 

forms a sharp contrast with Marclay's composition Maria Callas, in which Callas' 

vocal authority is central with regard to the title, the sound and the structure of the 

composition. 

 

 

VII.3.3 Dodge – Caruso: Any Resemblance is Purely Coincidental 

 

Another example of (high-tech) plunderphonics is Any Resemblance Is Purely 

Coincidental (1980) by Charles Dodge,71 with computer analysis and re-synthesis of a 

1907 recording of the voice of Enrico Caruso singing ‘Vesti la giubba’ from Ruggiero 

Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci. The sleeve notes explain the title: it is a response to RCA’s 

stipulation that neither the name Enrico Caruso nor his visual likeness be used.72 
 
The title of the work recalls the standard disclaimer from FBI [Federal Bureau of 
Investigation] television dramas of the 1950's. I chose it when assured by RCA Records 
that I could use the computer renderings of the legendary voice if I made no attempt to 
exploit Caruso's name or visual likeness.73 
  

In a live performance of Any Resemblance is Purely Coincidental, the piano part 

is performed live on stage, accompanied by the tape consisting of manipulated singing of 

Caruso and electronic sounds. Caruso’s voice is thereby isolated from its original 

orchestral setting (except small parts in the beginning and at the end). Divided into parts, 

almost the whole original aria is heard in unaltered form (without orchestral 

                     
71 CHARLES DODGE – ANY RESEMBLANCE IS PURELY COINCIDENTAL, New Albion Records, NA043, 
1992. 
 
72 Apparently, record company RCA owned the copyright of this recording. 
 
73 Dodge in the sleeve notes of the CD. 
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accompaniment) in this piece, in the original order (beginning–0’38’; 1’47–1’52; 2’29–

2’34; 2’47–3’08; 5’13–5’21; 5’55–7’08). Parts of Caruso's singing are also heard in 

manipulated form: rhythm, pitch and/or timbre of the vocal sounds are changed, often 

into unreal-sounding vocal phrases. The manipulation of the musical laughing of the 

original aria into different pitches and speeds is striking (1’54–2’27; 5’44–5’55). Here 

especially, and at other moments when the pitch is manipulated (the ‘Recitare’ motive at 

0’43–1’42; 4’14–5’08), Caruso becomes a kind of puppet manipulated by the composer: 
 
In Any Resemblance is Purely Coincidental an operatic voice searches for an accompa-
niment: with the original orchestra, with copies of itself, with the piano, and with other 
computer sounds. The initial attempts are humorous; subsequently, other emotions are 
evoked until the loneliness of the ‘great performer’ emerges.74  
 

Later (at 3’08–4’10; 5’24–5’34’; 7’08–end) Caruso's voice dissolves into high, 

reverberated, prolonged, amplified overtones. It sounds as if the sorrowful singing is 

accompanied by a sad counterpart, and after the dramatic impact of the end of the 

unaltered aria (5’55–7’08) Caruso's voice seems to drown into an accumulation of sharp, 

ringing, ‘metallic’ reverberating tones, suggesting distance, anguish, panic and 

loneliness. 

 On the one hand, Caruso’s singing seems sometimes to be ridiculed or destroyed 

(dissolved, distorted, drowned); on the other hand, it often keeps its original power 

(especially at 5’55-7’08, the climax of the original aria). The manipulation of the singing 

reinforces the dramatic meaning of the aria: the laughing is made more funny by pitch 

transposition and repetition; when the pagliaccio sings about tears, sobbing, pain and 

sorrow, the singing is transformed into sad and panicky sounding electronics. In Any 

Resemblance, it is not so much the sound of Caruso’s voice that is important, but the 

dramatic expression as it is heard in Caruso’s original performance as well as in Dodge’s 

remake: phrases and parts of phrases, not isolated vocal sounds, are used as musical 

material. In Dodge’s composition, a virtual performer, a new persona, is made out of 

Caruso’s recorded singing. Dodge ascribes ‘loneliness’ to this ‘great performer’. 

Thereby the original persona of the pagliaccio (Canio, a clown) remains important in 

Dodge’s composition. Canio is a clown and therefore a peformer, like Caruso. 

Moreover, in the opera Canio is manipulated by Tonio, resulting in the murder of 

                     
74 Dodge in the sleeve notes of the CD. 
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Canio’s wife and her lover by Canio. Canio sings the aria ‘Vesti la giubba’ at the 

moment that he must put on his clown costume for the show, when he has just 

discovered the infidelity of his wife: the show must go on. Caruso and the character he 

impersonates (the pagliaccio) conflate: both are puppets. 

 Dodge’s manipulations can be clearly distinguished from Caruso’s original. 

However, the powerful impression this composition makes depends for a large part on 

Caruso’s singing. In the main ‘Dodge’ seems to be the master who did the editing and 

re-composition. He couldn’t have done this, however, without Caruso’s original; in this 

sense ‘Dodge’ is dependent on the recorded Caruso. Dodge is not only manipulating 

Caruso’s voice; he also gives him room. Then, ‘Caruso’ takes over with the impact of his 

singing. It is significant that Caruso’s original performance of the aria (extracted from 

the orchestral accompaniment) is inserted in its entirety in Dodge’s composition; in this 

way, the original is respected. In the narrative of the composition however, great 

performer Caruso changes into a lonely, pitiful persona. Any Resemblance seems someti-

mes a ‘murdering’ of, sometimes a ‘theft’ from, sometimes a homage to singer Caruso.  

 The issue of authorship is evoked by Dodge himself in the sleeve notes: ‘The 

composer has said that he always wanted to have a great performer play his music, and 

he finally had one who was in no position to refuse.’ Clearly, the rivalry between 

composers and performers as discussed by Abbate is at stake here, self-reflectively 

evoked by the composer. Through recording, the singing subject can be made into an 

object and incorporated. The recorded singing subject can be acknowledged as a creative 

authority, but can also be ‘killed’ because of his/her absence from the recorded musical-

vocal text. 

 Comparing Any Resemblance with Maria Callas, it is striking that in the re-use 

of the female singing, the sound of the voice and its microstructure are stressed; drama, 

narrative, story, character and interpretation are lost. But in the case of the importation of 

the male singing voice, character, drama, macrostructure and interpretation are of central 

importance; ‘pure’ sound is made out of the male voice by electronic transformation. 

This distinction between re-using female vocal sound versus male vocal character is 

reminiscent of the distinction found by Barbara Bradby (1993) in her study of popular 

dance music between ‘sampling women’s bodies’ (female voices and images) and 

‘sampling men’s ideas’ (male compositional fragments). 
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VII.4 Conclusion 

 

Sound recording makes it possible to consider a vocalist as an author of a durable, 

reproducible, disseminable sound-text. But, like the author of a literary text or a score, 

the vocalist-author has no absolute power over her/his products: the recordings can be 

interpreted, re-interpreted, re-used and re-worked by others; some examples have been 

discussed. Becoming an author, i.e. producing ‘text’75 from which one is (literally or 

metaphorically) absent, means taking the risk of ‘life’ and ‘death’ at the same time: the 

work goes into the world, will be multiplied, and will be interpreted and incorporated by 

others.76 

 Because, stereotypically, composers are mostly male and vocalists mostly 

female, this change of status of the vocalist into an author, producing instead of 

reproducing, can be considered as affecting musical gender roles. This does not mean, 

however, that these changes take place automatically as a determinate result of 

technological changes. Different tendencies can be perceived and theorized. Although 

electronic sound recording and processing technology offers possibilities to change 

the authorial status of vocalists by 1) changing the status of their creation from 

evanescent performance to reproducible, durable, distributable work and 2) using 

specific vocal sounds as a basic and inextricable part of a composition; nonetheless 

female voices in electronic music are often incorporated as vocal objects. Whereas in 

performed music the singer is impressively present, in tape music the name of the 

vocalist is sometimes not even mentioned. But there are also compositions in which 

different forms of vocal, compositional and textual authorship are explored and the 

stereotypical, hierarchical dichotomy of male composer and female vocal performer is 

abandoned. That recording technology does not necessarily lead to either the 

emancipation or the disappearance of the singer can be seen in the comparison of the 

                     
75 With ‘text’ I refer to all kinds of literary, musical, vocal, cinematic, visual etc. texts. 

76 This is a risk, however, that not all authors accept. The stereotypical Masculine God-Author, whose 
‘death’ was declared by Barthes, typically tries to master his (literary or musical) texts as much as possible. 
An example is Michael Jackson (or his representatives) who pursued to destruction John Oswald’s CD 
PLUNDERPHONICS, on which fragments of Jackson’s music (among others) were transformed and re-
composed. PLUNDERPHONICS was financed entirely by Oswald himself and given away free to radio stati-
ons and the press. (Cutler 1994: 7)  
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work of singer-composers (like Joan La Barbara) with Berio’s rendering of Thema: 

Omaggio a Joyce, or by comparing Maria Callas with Een Lied van Schijn en Wezen.  
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VIII 

 

MUSICAL WASHING MACHINES, COMPOSER-PERFORMERS,  

AND OTHER BLURRING BOUNDARIES: 

HOW WOMEN MAKE A DIFFERENCE  

IN ELECTROACOUSTIC MUSIC1 
 

 

Can we define a ‘women’s music’ in the field of electroacoustic composition? While 

Joke Dame (1994: 23–25) notes that feminist musicology is at an impasse regarding 

the questions of the specific femininity of women’s compositions and of the 

difference between compositions by women and men, she also suggests the possibility 

of an écriture féminine musicale, that shows resemblances with the French literary 

movement of écriture féminine.2 In this chapter I will examine écriture féminine 

musicale in relation to electroacoustic music, considering several studies of women 

composers in the field. 

But how important is the gender of the composer? Listeners’ response theory 

(Dame 1994: 45–65) does away with the authority of the composer, following Roland 

Barthes’ ‘The Death of the Author,’ to make room for interpretations that do not seek 

to follow the intentions of the composer. Such an attitude results in a wealth of 

interesting alternative analyses and interpretations of (often metaphorical) ‘feminine 

                                                
1 This chapter is a slightly revised and extended version of the article that appeared under the same title 
in Intersections 26/2, 2006. It is based on my keynote lecture at the conference In and Out of the Sound 
Studio at Concordia University in Montreal, July 27, 2005; it is an elaboration of several ideas 
presented in a paper at the conference Feminist Theory and Music 4 at the University of Virginia, 
Charlottesville VA, 1997. I thank the editors of Intersections for their thorough comments and 
linguistic corrections, especially Ellen Waterman, and Andra McCartney for the invitation to the 
conference In and Out of the Sound Studio. Inserted are some parts of the paper I presented at the 
Electroacoustic Music Studies network conference in 2007 (De Montfort University, Leicester, UK), 
‘Drive and Native Tongue: Intersections of electroacoustic documentation and gender issues’. 
 
2 Écriture féminine is ‘experimental writing […] whose impulse is to inscribe femininity’ that 
originated in the 1970s in France, with prolific writers such as Hélène Cixous (Guild 1992: 74). 
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voices’ in canonical musical works by male composers (e.g. Abbate 1991, Abbate 

1993, Abbate 2001, Dame 1994), but at the risk of continuing the negligence of 

musical works created by women. How to search for women’s music while taking 

into account the de-centralization of the author? 

This chapter explores the possibilities and limitations of an écriture féminine 

musicale in electroacoustic music. Theories by Cox, Dame and Citron about 

‘women’s music’ are discussed alongside research on women electroacoustic 

composers by McCartney and Hinkle-Turner, and analyses of works by Adelberg 

Rudow, Isadora and La Berge. The operation of gendered musical categories is 

noticed in the appropriation of Cathy Berberian’s ‘voice’ by Berio. Strategies for 

destabilizing historically gendered categories in music are discussed, including 

feminine/feminist content, composer-performers, interdisciplinarity, and 

collaboration. The interdisciplinary character of many women’s work may hamper its 

documentation and thus its survival. 
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VIII.1 Écriture féminine musicale 

 

The idea of a specific ‘women’s music’ is by no means new. Marcia Citron’s 

overview of ideas about women’s music by several composers and theorists refers to 

gender differences in genre, style, and compositional process (1993: 120-132, 159-

164). For example, she notes that small-scale chamber or salon works have 

historically been gendered feminine, while complex, large-scale works such as 

symphonies and operas have been gendered masculine. Similarly, she describes a 

feminine approach to style (the use of organic, evolving material, more fluid, lyrical 

and non-hierarchical heterophony) and compositional process (such as a fascination 

with process rather than a fetishization of originality, and flexibility instead of a 

reliance on systems). In his 1977 compilation of electroacoustic recordings of women 

composers,3 Charles Amirkhanian suggested that there was a relation between the 

emergence of women composers and the rise of an open, ‘free-wheeling’, more 

‘listenable’, and non-academic avant-garde electronic music, with a mix of media and 

sonic materials and a sense of humour, a style that is influenced by non-Western and 

popular music as well as by extra-musical concerns. Beverly Grigsby (1984) stresses 

the great variety of approaches by North American women composers of 

electroacoustic music, but discerns a common aesthetic among many: a movement 

away from academia toward a more accessible or communicative style through 

participatory pieces or commercial work; inspiration by nature, as well as healing 

practices and meditation involving an interest in timbrel changes; and the combination 

of electronics with other media.4 Finally, Hinkle-Turner finds that women often use 

sound technology in order to compose with natural and environmental sounds as well 

as texts, and that they often work with multimedia (2006: 250). Hinkle-Turner notes 

‘a dichotomy of “boys with their toys” and “girls with their tools”’: women use 

                                                
3 Re-released on CD in 1997, CRI 728. 
 
4 I would like to point out that the features mentioned by Amirkhanian and Grigsby can be found in 
music by male composers too; their articulation of women’s musical styles and practices suggests a 
relation between the postmodern turn away from absolute music and the emergence of the women’s 
movement. A discussion of this complex relationship is beyond the scope of this chapter to address, but 
certainly deserves further consideration. See also the discussion of musical modernism in Chapter I. 
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technology because it enables them to realize their compositional ideas, men more 

often play with technology for its own sake (250–251).5 

In ‘Recovering Jouissance: An Introduction to Feminist Musical Aesthetics’, 

Renée Cox proposes that the literary style of écriture féminine could serve as a model 

for the development of a ‘women’s music’, that is ‘expressive of women’s 

experience’ (1991: 333).6 Cox emphasizes that such ‘women’s music’ is not an 

empirical description of the music that female composers actually make, but an ideal 

for women who seek to develop a specific women’s music instead of trying to fit in 

with the male-dominated music culture. ‘Women’s cultures are for those who feel that 

the present culture is not conducive to what they have to offer or express, and that an 

examination of female experiences may help them to develop different, more 

authentic voices.’ (333) Cox characterizes music that is modelled on écriture féminine 

as music that engages the listener more in the musical moment than in the structure as 

a whole. Such feminine music would have a flexible, cyclical form and would involve 

continuous repetition with variation; it would serve to deconstruct musical 

hierarchies, to disrupt linearity, and to avoid definitive closure (334). As one example, 

                                                
5 This idea is also expressed by Canadian composers Hildegard Westerkamp, Elma Miller and Ann 
Southam in McCartney (1997: 62–63). 
 
6 See Guild (1992) and Moi (1985) for the highly complex and contradictory notion of écriture 
féminine, that has both essentialist and deconstructionist aspects. See also Braidotti (1990).  

Écriture féminine was developed in the 1970s and 1980s, mainly in France, by a loose group 
of female writers who were trying to find a female or feminine way of writing (Guild 1992). They 
elaborated on aspects that are traditionally, stereotypically considered feminine. The concept of 
écriture féminine is therefore often criticized as reinforcing traditional, sexist stereotypes such as 
woman as irrational, excessive, bodily, sexual, governed by the cycles of nature, giving birth and 
nurturing children. However, écriture féminine is also a disruption of conventional meaning and 
culture, or even a subversion of such patriarchal dualisms. Indeed, Hélène Cixous, the main proponent 
of écriture féminine, rejects the term ‘écriture féminine’ as being imprisoned in the binary logic of 
masculinity vs. femininity. Moreover, Cixous also warns that it is not the sex of the author that makes 
the writing feminine or masculine (Moi 1985: 108). ‘It is a question of the feminine process and 
practice of writing, even though the nature of the feminine remains an open question’ (Guild 1992: 74). 
Julia Kristeva is also often associated with the notion of écriture féminine, and both Cox (1991) and 
Dame (1994) elaborate on her ideas of the pre-symbolic, ‘semiotic’, non-verbal aspects of the voice. 
However, Kristeva challenges the very notion of identity and therefore rejects the idea of écriture 
féminine as inherently womanly: ‘Nothing in women’s past or present publications seems to allow us to 
affirm that there is a feminine writing’ (Kristeva cited in Moi 1985: 163) and ‘woman as such does not 
exist’ (Kristeva cited in Moi 1985: 165). For Kristeva, femininity is ‘that which is marginalized by the 
patriarchal symbolic order’ (Moi 1985: 166) and is therefore a shifting category and context dependent. 
To assign ‘femininity’ to musical features per se, such as cyclical form or non-verbal vocal sounds, is 
opposite to such a deconstructive conception of écriture féminine. Radical écriture féminine is not 
‘expressive of women’s experience’, but a play with signs. 
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Cox proposes Pauline Oliveros because of her preoccupation with circles, cycles and 

mandalas.7 

Cox states that ‘feminine’ musical traits such as musical organicism can also 

be found in music by men, and that a feminine style is not found in all music by 

women; however, because women give birth and nurture children, Cox finds these 

musical characteristics especially meaningful for women. Moreover, Cox argues that 

her description of the feminine is similar to patriarchal constructions of femininity, 

because women are influenced by such patriarchal constructions. Instead of the 

patriarchal oppression of the feminine, she pleas for a revaluation of the feminine. She 

argues that the female body, sexuality, and emotions have vital importance for the 

integration of body and psyche, of art and life, which potentially disrupts the 

patriarchal order. (1991: 337) ‘Such an integration can give rise to authenticity and 

creativity, a special kind of creativity concerned not with the production of aesthetic 

objects but with living a life aesthetically, with the integration of art and life.” (337) 

For Cox, vocal music modelled on écriture féminine would make use of non-verbal, 

pre-symbolic vocal sounds. The pre-symbolic voice is associated with femininity 

because of the importance of the mother’s voice for the young child, ‘the rhythmic, 

pre-symbolic play of mother-infant communication’ (1991: 334), and because of the 

greater and longer connection of girls with their mothers since they have the same 

gender identity. 

There are several problems with Cox’s articulation of ‘women’s music.’ In the 

first place, it reinforces traditional stereotypes of femininity. Cox acknowledges this, 

but argues that we cannot avoid the influence of patriarchal constructions of 

femininity; however, whereas patriarchy values femininity as negative and uses this to 

oppress women, Cox pleas for a positive revaluation of femininity. 
 
Perhaps the most difficult problem with the idea of a women’s music lies in 
determining how to distinguish the expression of women’s experience from the 
expression of male constructions of the feminine. […] Rather than attempt to separate 
themselves completely from male concepts of the feminine, undoubtedly an impossible 
task, feminists could expose these concepts or images and reformulate them in a 
positive light. (1991: 337-8) 

                                                
7 Some of the other examples mentioned by Cox are: Ellen Taaffe Zwilich, whose music is 
characterized by the cyclic principle, as well as by continuous organic growth and variation (336); and 
Kay Gardner, who compares the circular musical form with women’s sexual experience, with the 
climax in the middle rather than at the end (335). 
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Moreover, Cox explains that feminine musical characteristics could function in 

different ways depending on the context; for example, misogynist (Wagner’s Tristan 

und Isolde) or feminist (Laurie Anderson’s Langue d’ Amour). The determination of 

feminine musical traits could be used in feminist critical musical analysis: ‘Whether 

or not the feminist critic finds generalizations about the feminine or women’s 

experience productive or oppressive, a feminist approach could identify, explicate, 

and critique such perspectives.’ (Cox 1991: 338) 

My critique of Cox’s perspective is twofold. One problem is that she 

overlooks the ‘masculine’ features in some of her examples of women’s music; for 

example, the importance of music technology in the work of Pauline Oliveros and 

Laurie Anderson. A second problem is that her ‘women’s music’ contains features 

that are characteristic of much avant-garde music by male composers. Cyclic and 

flexible forms have been explored abundantly by the male-dominated musical avant-

garde of the twentieth century, as well as the disruption of linearity and the avoidance 

of definitive closure. Continuous repetition with variation is the basis of the minimal 

and repetitive music of Terry Riley and Steve Reich. The emphasis on the musical 

moment was explored by Karlheinz Stockhausen with his ‘moment form’ of 

compositions like Momente (1961-4). I consider Cox’s plea for ‘women’s music’ to 

be an appropriative gesture: to claim musical features of the male-dominated avant-

garde for women’s music.8 

Is there a specifically womanly style in music and musical performance? Most 

female composers are very reluctant to generalize, as Andra McCartney found in her 

research on Canadian women composers of electroacoustic music: 
 

None of my consultants wishes to define an essential difference in sound between 
electroacoustic music composed by men and music by women, whether marked by 
dynamics, form, or any other musical element. However, several say that these 
differences might exist, because women’s experiences and socialization are different 
from those of men. Both Pascale Trudel and Gayle Young comment on how women’s 
music is expected to be gentler and softer, yet this was not a generalization that held 
true in their own music, or others. (McCartney 1997: 171) 
 

                                                
8 It also points, again, to a coincidence of postmodernism and feminism, but also to the complex 
relation of these movements. 
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Yet, McCartney notes, there is a desire for women composers neither to conform to 

the male-dominated prevalent musical style, nor to adhere to stereotypes of 

femininity: 

 
A woman composer then faces a difficult challenge: how can she express herself 
musically, as a woman, without confirming the stereotypes of femininity which have 
been associated with Woman in western music? [...] [W]ithout sounding like Man, 
using malestream musical forms and techniques, or sounding like stereotypical 
Woman? What does feminist music sound like? (McCartney 1997: 178) 
 

McCartney’s analysis demonstrates that electroacoustic music is gendered as 

stereotypically male both with regard to gender symbolism (masculine and sexist 

terminology, metaphors and images) and gender structure (social structure or division 

of labour: women are a minority in electroacoustic music as students and teachers, in 

receiving grants, as composers of works performed at concerts, on conferences, etc.).9 

Electroacoustic music is thus a culmination of two male domains, composition and 

technology. 

 McCartney found that most of the women composers she interviewed felt 

alienated by the emphasis on masculinity in the electroacoustic world, and that they 

developed different strategies to cope with this. Although there were many differences 

with regard to the instrument choices, compositional techniques, and the music of the 

women composers, McCartney found some common themes. These included a 

preference for working with recorded sound (sampling); humour and parody; 

improvisational, interactive or non-linear compositional approaches; a focus on 

women’s stories, and the evocation of listeners’ memories. Inspired by the work of 

Donna Haraway in her search for a feminist cyborg music, McCartney found 

electroacoustic practices and compositions of women composers that suggest 

alternative ‘worlds’ and in which gendered binary opposites (such as mind and body, 

technology and nature, composition and performance, control and letting go) integrate 

or disperse into multiple differences. 

 Lucy Green (1997) argues that composing is delineated as masculine, both by 

the association with mind, autonomy and creativity, and by the fact that the 

overwhelming majority of composers that most people know of (via education, radio, 

                                                
9 ‘Gender symbolism’ and ‘gender structure’ are concepts articulated by Sandra Harding (1986). See 
also McCartney (1997). 
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etc.), are male. The masculine connotation of the composer is so self-evident, that it is 

mostly not even consciously noticed. 
 

Music delineates masculinity, a male mind, a man behind the music; and this has 
become so normal and acceptable that we do not even notice its presence, until 
something happens to break it. The masculine meaning of music arises partly by virtue 
of the clash between the bodily connotations of femininity and the cerebral delineations 
of composition; it also arises by virtue of the minority status of women in – and even, 
in some types of music, their exclusion from – the role of composer. In a relationship of 
circularity, it is then used to justify that exclusion. (Green 1997: 114) 

 
A female composer is thus perceived as abnormal. She interrupts the status quo and 

threatens normative (mostly unconscious) ideas about music. Because composition is 

gendered male, her femininity is called into question. Green argues that this has a 

negative influence on the musical experience, both for the listener and for the 

composer herself. ‘Is there any possibility of an alternative to the normality of the 

masculine delineation of music, and its near hegemony over our experiences?’ she 

asks (Green 1997: 138). 

 Green’s solution is paradoxical. She suggests that masculine delineations may 

best be disrupted by explicit feminist references, or by the emphatic positive presence 

of strong women musicians (whether composers, improvisers, instrumentalists or 

singers). But while she expects that these interruptive delineations might negatively 

affect the listening experience, she hopes that a fulfilling experience of the music 

itself (of its ‘inherent meanings’) will cause the listener to re-evaluate the disruptive, 

interruptive or threatening qualities of the feminine delineation and thus to re-evaluate 

the listener’s assumptions about both the gender-related characteristics of music and 

about femininity. Somehow, the ‘music itself’ must be so excellent and convincing 

that the very strong habit of perceiving a female composer and her music as disruptive 

will be overcome. Thus Green notes: ‘Such a re-evaluation of the interruptive or 

threatening effects of feminine delineations is hard to achieve and rare.’ (Green 1997: 

139) Green’s ‘solution’ amounts to the adage that to gain acceptance, to have success, 

women must produce much better results and work much harder than men, and that 

only excellent achievements of women will pass through the sieve of cultural 

valuation. 

 I envision a somewhat different solution to the negative influence of the 

masculine connotation of composition. In the first place, I do not take for granted that 
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all women completely identify with, or strive for, conventional femininity – nor that 

all men expect or desire women to be conventionally feminine. Some women identify 

(partly) with masculinity or with men, and some women identify with different 

models of womanliness, with unconventional women – such as women composers. In 

the case of electroacoustic music, studies have demonstrated the importance of such 

role models, as the following two quotations demonstrate. 
 

I find the music and the stories of these [women] composers [of electroacoustic music] 
to be inspiring. Others do, too. Every time I give a presentation on this study, at least 
one woman comes forward afterward and confesses that she had almost given up on 
studio work, but that hearing these stories has given her the courage and motivation to 
continue. (McCartney 1996: 45) 
 
This search for a professional role model in my own life is what initially led me to 
study the work and achievements of many contemporary women composers and since 
my primary area of creative interest was in electroacoustic music, it was natural that 
my research led me to women in this particular field. […] I have become well-
acquainted with so many successful women composers utilizing music technology that 
I find no end of encouragement and inspiration. […] It is my hope that Women 
Composers and Electroacoustic Music in the United States: Crossing the Line will 
serve a similar purpose to other ambitious women in the arts. (Hinkle-Turner 2006: 8) 

 
While Green considers gender connotations of music mainly a hindrance to the 

valuation of ‘the music itself’, the accounts above suggest that a positive 

identification with female figures in music can stimulate new forms of musical 

appreciation, of listening, analyzing, performing and composing. The appropriation of 

post-modern musical features, such as cyclical form, repetition with variation, non-

academic accessibility and multi-media, as ‘feminine’ (as discussed above), also 

points to a desire for an identification with femininity in music, instead of a negation 

of gender. So instead of Green’s ideal of excellent music that overcomes the negative 

connotations attached to the female composer, I think it is possible that, at least for 

some, a connotation of (unconventional) womanliness can function as a positive 

appeal to the music and as an incentive to pay attention to the composition. Then, the 

female/feminine connotation does not hinder but stimulates the perception of the 

music. 
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VIII.2 Voices, authors and singers 

 

Joke Dame (1994: 25) outlines an écriture féminine musicale based on Elizabeth 

Guild’s description of écriture féminine10 which Dame relates to Kristeva’s notion of 

‘the semiotic’: the rhythms, timbres and inflections of the voice, the playful, 

unsettling disruption of language.11 As examples of such écriture féminine musicale, 

Dame proposes the ‘vocal tradition’ of Cathy Berberian, Joan La Barbara, Meredith 

Monk, Diamanda Galás, Laurie Anderson, Moniek Toebosch, Greetje Bijma and 

Jannie Pranger (Dame 1994: 25). Dame refers also to the music of Luciano Berio and 

John Cage. Unfortunately, Dame does not elaborate on these examples. In response, I 

touch on the following questions: Is the gender of the composer relevant for a 

description of music as écriture féminine? How ‘feminine’ is the work of the above-

mentioned female vocalists? 

                                                
10 Elizabeth Guild writes: 
 

The linguistic horizon of these texts is a writing which some describe as closer to the (mother’s) voice, to 
the flesh and rhythm of our earliest awareness of language than is conventional writing […]. The texts are 
characterized by play, disruption, excess, gaps, grammatical and syntactic subversion, ambiguities; by 
endlessly shifting register, generic transgressions; by fluid figurative language and myths. They are anti-
authoritarian, questioning, unsettling. (Guild 1992: 75) 

 
11 ‘The semiotic’ is a term developed by Julia Kristeva; it is not the same as semiotics (the study of 
signs and sign processes), but it is a modality of the signifying process. It is related to the pre-Oedipal 
phase in the development of the child (with regard to its acquisition of language and the formation of 
the subject), linked to the mother, before the symbolic phase (the entry into the Lacanian symbolic 
order, dominated by the Law of the Father); afterwards, it remains as an unconscious force, 
dialectically co-existing with, marginal to and disrupting the symbolic order. See Kristeva (1984), Moi 
(1985), Moi (1986). 

Moi argues that Kristeva does not consider the semiotic feminine, because in this realm the 
opposition between feminine and masculine does not exist (sexual difference only exists in the 
symbolic order). ‘The claim […] that Kristeva associates the semiotic with the feminine is thus based 
on a misreading. […] Any strengthening of the semiotic, which knows no sexual difference, must 
therefore lead to a weakening of traditional gender divisions, and not at all to a reinforcement of 
traditional notions of “femininity”.’ (Moi 1985: 165) The link between the semiotic and femininity, 
however, is that Kristeva considers both marginal to the symbolic order. Kristeva’s own analyses of the 
semiotic in literature and poetry are mainly concerned with works by male authors. Kristeva suggests 
that it may be dangerous for women to focus on the semiotic. ‘When he flees the symbolic paternal 
order […], man can laugh. […] But […] the invasion of her speech by these unphrased, nonsensical, 
maternal rhythms, far from soothing her, or making her laugh, destroys her symbolic armour and 
makes her ecstatic, nostalgic or mad […] A woman has nothing to laugh about when the symbolic 
order collapses.’ (Julia Kristeva 1974, “About Chinese Women” in Moi 1986: 150) See also Silverman 
(1988) and Braidotti (1990). 
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 Berio’s tape composition Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) (1958)12 manipulates a 

recording of Cathy Berberian reading the opening of the 11th chapter (the ‘Siren 

Chapter’) of James Joyce's Ulysses. The particular sound of Berberian's voice is very 

characteristic of this piece. Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) is full of unconventional, non-

linguistic female vocal sounds. Would Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) be a good example 

of écriture féminine in electroacoustic music? Does it exceed binary logic and disrupt 

patriarchal order, as écriture féminine13 claims to do? I find it necessary not only to 

consider the voice, but also the issue of authorship. Although Berberian's particular 

voice and creativity are indissolubly part of the tape-compositions Thema (Omaggio a 

Joyce) and Visage (1961), these compositions are known as ‘composed by Berio’. In 

many texts (liner notes and analyses) about Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), Berberian is 

not even mentioned; especially in Berio's own article about the piece, Berberian's 

particular, impressive voice is reduced to anonymous linguistic material, a neutral 

extension of the written text.14 The title of the piece – Omaggio a Joyce – and the 

compositional procedure as described by Berio suggest that, with this piece, Berio 

places himself in the tradition of author James Joyce and of the modernist avant-

garde. Berberian's work was appropriated by Berio, and in his acknowledgments her 

voice is a suppressed Other. A patrilineal descent15 is suggested, ignoring the woman. 

Stereotypically, the female voice is presented as ‘sound material’, and the male 

composer, who orders this material, is considered the authoritative creator.16 

Both Berio and Cage were greatly influenced by Cathy Berberian in their 

compositions for female voice. Berberian’s innovations included: her unconventional 

use of the voice, her performance of non-musical vocal sounds as well as a wide range 

of singing styles, and her development of a new concept of performance that 

                                                
12 A stereo recording, digitized and re-edited in 1995 under supervision of Luciano Berio, is published 
on the CD LUCIANO BERIO – MANY MORE VOICES, BMG 09026-68302-2 (1998).  
 
13 See Guild (1992) and Moi (1985). 
 
14 Berio (1959), English translation in Berio (2000); this article seems to be the basis of many texts on 
this composition written by other authors. See Chapter V. 
 
15 This patrilineal descent not only includes Joyce and Berio, but also the male listener/analyst who 
uncritically follows Berio’s intentions, composition techniques and ideas, and relates these directly to 
Joyce’s text; e.g. Di Scipio (2005), Dreßen (1982). 
 
16 See Chapter V for an elaborate discussion of Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) and Chapter VII for Visage. 
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combined musical and theatrical elements, irony and playfulness, high and low 

culture. Both Berio and Cage made compositions for her based on the vocal 

possibilities she developed and demonstrated.17 The vocal art of Cathy Berberian has 

been an inspiration for many avant-garde female vocalists, who are not only singers, 

but also composers of their own vocal work, such as: Joan La Barbara, Diamanda 

Galás, Shelley Hirsch, Greetje Bijma, Kristin Norderval, Franziska Baumann and 

Pamela Z. These composer-vocalists take both the masculine position of composer 

(determining structure) and the feminine position as vocalist (producing vocal 

sound).18 

The breaking-up of language and the use of non-verbal vocal sounds is an 

established practice in the predominantly male musical avant-garde, for example in 

music by Luciano Berio, György Ligeti, Dieter Schnebel, and others. Moreover, 

breaking up language is also the most significant device of the conspicuously male 

tradition of sound poetry; for example, the works of Dadaists like Hugo Ball and Kurt 

Schwitters and of contemporary artists like Jaap Blonk. The avant-garde composers 

splice language and leave the realization in sound to others; the sound poets stutter 

and cry; but the female vocalist-composers mostly sing in many different ways.19 

Singing is a feminine practice:20 it is affirmative of femininity, as Green argues, 

because of the involvement of the body, the display on stage, its non-technological 

nature, and its association with the mother/whore dichotomy. 

 
From the sixteenth right through to the twentieth century, it is no exaggeration to say 
that singing has continued to represent by far the greatest musical performance 
opportunity available to women, in both the amateur, domestic sphere and the 
professional, public sphere. (Green 1997: 33) 
 

Singing is a cultural practice that requires disciplining the interior body as well as the 

mind according to the conventions of the specific culture (Cusick 1999b). But instead 

                                                
17 See Vila (2003). The influence was both ways. David Osmond-Smith elaborated on the strong 
interplay between Berio/Cage and Berberian in his keynote lecture at the conference Cathy Berberian: 
Pioneer of Contemporary Vocality and Performance, April 27, 2006, University of Amsterdam. 
 
18 For the gender pattern of male composers and female vocalists in electroacoustic music, see Chapter 
II and Bosma (2003). 
 
19 See also Weber-Lucks (2003). 
 
20 See also Cusick (1999b). 
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of obediently submitting to the traditional cultural rules of singing, the vocalist-

composers mentioned above extend and develop the practice of singing. By 

composing with their innovative voice sounds, vocalizing has become, explicitly, 

creating. 

 Neither Cox (1991) nor Dame (1994) mention that these female vocalist-

composers work with sound technology for composing and authoring their vocal 

works. Vocalist-composers use recording, amplifying and sound processing for the 

manipulation of their voice sounds, for structuring and composing, for performance, 

and for fixing the composition and disseminating it. They are seen on stage mastering 

technological equipment.21 When one adheres to traditional notions of femininity as 

bodily, unmediated, and natural, the importance of electronic sound technology for 

processing, composing, and disseminating their voices seems at odds with the 

supposed femininity of these women’s work. Thus, they combine feminine cultural 

practices of singing and performance with the masculine cultural domains of avant-

garde, authorship, composing, and technology. 

                                                
21 For an account of the role of technology in the work of Laurie Anderson, see McClary (1991: 132-
147). 
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VIII.3 Feminist stories 

 

In contradiction to the notion of écriture féminine musicale as mainly non-verbal and 

pre-linguistic, text and technology are important elements in the work of many female 

composer-performers, such as Laurie Anderson,22 Diamanda Galás, Shelley Hirsch, 

and Laetitia Sonami. The focus on stories is also common in the work of Canadian 

women who compose electroacoustic music (McCartney 1997: 171; McCartney 1996: 

44). In several electroacoustic compositions by women composers, there are explicit 

references to feminine and feminist issues.23 Such work creates new spaces for 

women’s practices in the symbolic order and unsettles traditional gendered 

dichotomies, not by disrupting but by changing the symbolic order. 

 For example, in the liner notes of the composition With Love (1986)24 for 

violoncello and tape, composer Vivian Adelberg Rudow (USA)25 explains how this 

composition relates to the feminine issue of motherhood. In some performances, 

loudspeakers are placed in two decorated cello cases: one is called ‘Electronic 

Woman’, the other ‘Electronic Mom’. On the tape part, there are voices of twenty-

three people talking about their mothers or about being a mother (‘Electronic Mom’), 

in addition to newly composed music (‘Electronic Woman’) and fragments of older 

pieces by the composer. The only non-verbal cry in With Love is a baby’s cry, and 

there are a few non-verbal voice sounds from a male voice. In this piece, women, 

including mothers, are not associated with non-verbal sounds and the pre-symbolic 

realm. Instead, mothers are described as being very capable of adult activities like 

                                                
22 See Chapter VII.2.5 
 
23 See McCartney (1997) and Hinkle-Turner (2006) for many works by women composers with explicit 
feminine or feminist references; in Hinkle-Turner (2006) for example: rewriting the stories of Hera (by 
Jean Eichelberger Ivey) or Euridice (by Anne LeBaron), or composing-performing with ‘Lady’s 
gloves’ as MIDI-interfaces, initially made from rubber kitchen gloves, the ‘”perfect housewife’s tools”’ 
(by Laetitia Sonami). 
 
24 Recording of a performance by Paula Skolnick-Virizlay on the CD CULTURES ELECTRONIQUES 3, 
LDC 278046/47 (Le Chant du Monde / Harmonia Mundi). With Love won a first prize in the 14th 
International Electroacoustic Music Competition, Bourges, 1986. I thank Vivian Adelberg Rudow for 
sending me the score score, tape part and additional information. 
 
25 For more information on Vivian Adelberg Rudow, see her website 
http://www.vivianadelbergrudow.com/. 
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hiking, driving, cooking, and being an artist.26 They have adult speaking voices. The 

text suggests that one can find particular inherited traces of one’s own mother in 

oneself, whether one is male or female. This idea seems to be paralleled by the 

composer’s idea of re-using recorded fragments from her older compositions. Thus, 

sound technology is used for recording and re-playing, intermingling elements from 

different times and different origins, and combining different voices. 

 Hoofdwas (1995), by Alison Isadora (NL/NZ) for mezzo soprano, MIDI 

washing machine and live electronics, features vocalist Jannie Pranger who sings and 

speaks texts about clothes washing and about Mary Watson who travelled through the 

New-Zealand countryside in the 1930s on a motorcycle equipped with a sidecar in 

which a washing machine was placed. Watson visited families in the outback in order 

to do their washing. On stage the singer operates a washing machine, whose sound is 

electronically amplified and processed. At the same time she practises singing 

exercises, and talks about how good it is to combine singing with washing. Different 

stages of the washing process can be used for different stages of singing practice, like 

warming up the voice, or learning a melody or text. Here, non-verbal vocal sounds are 

not presented as excessive, absolute, abstract or pre-linguistic, but as part of the 

cultural practice of singing. To combine washing and singing exercises in a stage 

performance subverts the division of the private and the public realm. 

 Another example of electroacoustic music featuring a narrative about women 

and technology is Drive (2003) by Anne La Berge (NL/USA).27 This piece has several 

different forms: it is a concert piece for soloist or ensemble with structured 

improvisation, pre-recorded sounds and live electronics, and there is also a version for 

                                                
26 In 2006, the composer wrote to me personally that she originally thought of ‘Electronic Woman’ as a 
career woman, and that this was incompatible with being a mother. However, twenty years later she 
had a different view: 
 

With Love would not be composed this way today [...] In 1985–6 when the music was composed and 
completed, I thought women could be either mother or a career woman, not both. But today in 2006, 
women do accomplish both and so I would today ‘speak with a different view point [...] (personal letter, 
December 22, 2006) 
 

However, in my perception mothers are presented in this piece as women with a life in the social (and 
sometimes also professional) order, as indicated above. 
 
27 For information on Anne La Berge, see http://www.annelaberge.com/. I worked with Anne La Berge 
on the extended score documentation of Drive, including Max-patches for the live electronics, for 
NEAR/Donemus/Music Center the Netherlands. See Bosma (2007b) and VIII.5. A recording of Drive 
is released on the CD ANNE LA BERGE – SPEAK, New World Records 80717, 2011. 
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an installation. The piece is performed by Anne La Berge herself (flute and 

electronics), as well as by others. As pre-recorded sound, we hear a recorded woman’s 

voice: ‘Mary Anderson’, a persona based on the historical American Mary Anderson 

(circa 1900). ‘Mary Anderson’ tells us how she invented and patented the windshield 

wiper,28 and how this relates to her experiences and fantasies of the female anatomy, 

such as the cleansing process of menstruation; thus a strange link between body and 

technology is created. In Anne La Berge’s own solo performance (February 2, 2004, 

STEIM/Frascati, Amsterdam), she was clearly bodily involved with the sound 

technology, with her virtuosic bodily performance on her electronically enhanced 

flute, playing foot pedals, in a dialogue with the recorded voice, etc. The score of 

Drive gives the performers instructions for improvisation and is structured according 

to an imaginary vertical time line, more as a written text, instead of the horizontal 

time line of the traditional musical score, so that the performers are encouraged to 

integrate music and story. The score and the user interface of the Max/MSP patches 

have been made as comprehensible as possible, to prevent putting off less experienced 

performers and to make it accessible to the uninitiated. Anne La Berge calls it a ‘girl-

friendly interface’. In Drive, gender issues are addressed both explicitly and 

implicitly. The conventional dichotomy of composer-performer is abandoned in 

favour of plural subject positions: composer, improviser, performance by the 

composer and/or by others, or without performers as an installation, forging links 

between bodies and technologies on different levels. 

                                                
28 For the historical account, see http://inventors.about.com/library/inventors/blanderson.htm (last 
accessed November 1, 2012). 
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VIII.4 Changing roles and crossing categories 

 

Many women involved in electroacoustic music combine or integrate composition and 

performance, and acoustic sound and electronics.29 Green (1997) argues that 

performance as such, and solo musical performance of small instruments like the flute 

and the violin as well as the piano, are mostly affirmative of femininity, whereas 

composition, improvisation, and technology have strong masculine delineations and 

thus threaten patriarchal femininity. These women composer-performers develop 

activities in the masculine domains of composition, improvisation, and technology 

without giving up their activity in the feminine domain of performance, and thus 

integrate and disperse these gendered binary opposites.30 

Significantly, the roles of composer and performer sometimes seem at odds. 

Alison Isadora31 at one time felt that the combination of composing and performing 

was not advantageous, and that to be taken more seriously as a composer, she had 

better stop performing on the violin; however, she didn’t, because musical 

performance is for her a crucial aspect of her musical experience and enjoyment. 

Alison Isadora remarks: 
 
[…] there were a number of occasions that I recognized that I was not being taken 
seriously as a composer despite having studied in The Hague and having received 
distinction there, because of also being a performer. Colleagues only ever enquire about 
my performances not my compositional work [...]. I wonder how much of this also has 
to do with being a woman, or at least it seems to me that this is another factor which 
makes it more difficult ...32 
 

Women in the electroacoustic music field do not only combine different 

musical roles with different gender connotations, but they also often cross established 

categories of media, disciplines and genres, combining music, theatre, literature, 

                                                
29 This is confirmed by Hinkle-Turner’s (2006) study of North-American women composers of 
electroacoustic music. 
 
30 See Metzelaar (2004) for an account of gender issues in the Dutch electroacoustic improvisation 
scene and the Kraakgeluiden concert series in Amsterdam that was co-founded by Anne La Berge. 
Metzelaar provides much evidence that improvisation and technology are male fields. 
 
31 Alison Isadora considers herself a ‘composing performer and a performing composer’ (Metzelaar 
2004). 
 
32 Personal correspondence, e-mail July 20, 2005. Alison Isadora received a composition degree with 
distinction at the Royal Conservatory in The Hague (the Netherlands) in 1994. 
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performance art, visual art, new media, technology, sound documentary, radio art, etc. 

This was one of the main points that came up in a meeting on women and music 

technology in the Netherlands,33 where 21 women discussed gender issues in relation 

to their work with music and technology. Most of these women combined different 

musical roles and different artistic fields in their work, and they had the impression 

that men’s work is less interdisciplinary than women’s. Moreover, they felt that their 

interdisciplinarity is a problem for funding, because funds are often focused on one 

particular discipline, and that this might be a reason why women receive less funding 

than men. This is in line with Citron’s remark that ‘in practice many works that do not 

fit accepted generic categories have suffered oblivion, neglect, or devaluation because 

of their differences from the established categories’ (Citron 1993: 125). Anne La 

Berge states that: ‘The interdisciplinary nature of our work makes it more vulnerable. 

There is a developing need for programmers who are committed to interdisciplinary 

art works with their fuzzy boundaries.’34 

But Alison Isadora warns against the danger that all such new forms of music 

are discarded under the label of ‘interdisciplinarity’, instead of the boundaries of 

“music” being stretched: 
 
Regarding interdisciplinary work, it seems to me that music is the most exclusive 
artistic community – in terms of what will be considered music. Lately I've been 
wondering whether the whole idea of interdisciplinary art doesn't let the specific art 
forms off the hook a little too lightly – anything that threatens the status quo of what an 
art form should be gets shunted off down the interdisciplinary track. Maybe we should 
still be calling these pieces we are making, that include other art forms but are sound-
based, music and maybe the definition of music needs to be allowed to expand?35 

 

                                                
33 Together with the Dutch organization for women and music Stichting Vrouw en Muziek, I organized 
this meeting at MuziekGroep Nederland in Amsterdam on February 13, 2004. The participants were 
female composers, musicians, technicians, organizers and musicologists involved in electroacoustic 
music: Idske Bakker, Hannah Bosma, Dyane Donck, Cilia Erens, Clare Gallagher, Huba de Graaff, 
Mariëtte Groot, Ayelet Harpaz, Gloribel Hernandez, Rozalie Hirs, Alison Isadora, Marion de Laat, 
Anne La Berge, Petra van Langen, Barbara Lüneburg, Helen Metzelaar, Christina Viola Oorebeek, 
Sylvia Stoetzer, Daniela Swarowsky, Anne Wellmer, and Barbara Woof. A report by Petra van Langen 
of this meeting was published in the electronic newsletter of Stichting Vrouw en Muziek and can be 
found on http://www.vrouwenmuziek.nl/ (in Dutch). 
 
34 Personal correspondence, e-mail, July 19, 2005. 
 
35 Personal correspondence, e-mail, July 20, 2005. 
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The combination and confusion of the traditional categories of composition, 

performance and interpretation, subverts traditional musical roles and categories that 

are the foundation of our musical culture and thus determine the activities of music 

institutions, intellectual property law, music education, etc. Composer-performers of 

interdisciplinary work fall in between categories and thus in between institutions and 

funds, and they find that this situation has negative consequences for them with regard 

to both funding and institutional support.36 

McCartney (1997) also found that many Canadian women composers have a 

multi-disciplinary approach, like Susan Frykberg, Claire Piché, Kathy Kennedy, 

Monique Jean, Carol Ann Weaver, Micheline Coulombe Saint-Marcoux, Diana 

McIntosh, Sarah Peebles, who uses the term ‘comprovising’ (133), Norma Beecroft, 

who says: ‘the categorization of music disturbs me’ (35), and Marcelle Deschênes, 

who describes her music as ‘impure’ (42).37 McCartney suggests that this multi-

disciplinary approach can both have positive and negative consequences for funding 

and, hence, success. She remarks about Norma Beecroft, Micheline Coulombe Saint-

Marcoux, Marcelle Deschênes and Diana McIntosh: 

 
Yet despite their important contributions to Canadian music, these composers are rarely 
recognized in international publications, and are often merely given a sentence or two 
within Canadian histories. Perhaps this is partly because multi-disciplinary forms 
confound the categories of music. (McCartney 1997: 42) 
 

But, on the other hand, McCartney reports that: ‘Several of the Québec composers say 

that difficulty getting commissions is one of the reasons that Québec women 

composers are so active in multimedia work.’ (McCartney 1997: 103) For Monique 

Jean, collaboration is a positive strategy: 
 

                                                
36 Alison Isadora remarked this in the meeting on women and music technology, organized by Stichting 
Vrouw en Muziek and NEAR / MuziekGroep Nederland in Amsterdam February 13, 2004. Also Luc 
Houtkamp, who composes, improvises and performs, often in collaboration with other musicians, and 
also creates computer programs for live electronics in an experimental musical style, reported this to 
me in a conversation on February 16, 2005. The fact that he had just won a prestigious prize (the 
VPRO / Boy Edgar Award) both underlines and undermines this somewhat. Remarkably, not only does 
Houtkamp’s musical identity cross boundaries, but on the ‘live-journal’ of his website, he writes about 
his bisexuality (http://www.luchoutkamp.nl/, http://www.livejournal.com/users/luchout/, accessed July 
15, 2005). 
 
37 Both Grigsby (1984) and Hinkle-Turner (2006) have found as well that many women composers of 
electroacoustic music in the United States combine electronics with other media in a multi-disciplinary 
practice. 
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While pursuing her personal experimentation, she has developed this aesthetic by 
association with artists working in other disciplines to map various types of 
performance venues, thus increasing the accessibility of this music, which is often 
confined to a highly specialized network for knowledgeable music-lovers. (artist 
statement of Monique Jean in McCartney 1996: 38; McCartney 1997: 161). 
 

Interdisciplinary work risks being neglected, but it may also open new possibilities for 

reaching an audience outside the small electroacoustic community. 

One explanation of women’s preference for interdisciplinarity38 is that women 

often come from feminine-gendered domains, such as performance, before they enter 

the masculine-gendered field of electroacoustic composition. Because of the 

masculine connotations attached to composing and technology, girls are seldom 

interested in electroacoustic music composition at a young age.39 Women composer-

performers have developed their compositional activities later, yet retained their 

affiliation to singing or instrumental performance. Hinkle-Turner argues that MIDI-

technology especially offered opportunities for women instrumentalists to become 

composer-performers: 

 
[MIDI technology] brought an extraordinary amount of power and possibility to 
women musicians especially those who began their musical careers as performers of 
‘traditionally female instruments’ such as the piano and the harp and to a lesser extent, 
the flute and the violin. For example, once an accomplished pianist such as Sorrel Hays 
is able to trigger unique electronically-created sounds with her instrument the next 
logical curious step she can take is to explore making those sounds herself rather than 
simply performing sounds created by others. The women emerging as electroacoustic 
music composers [since the 1980s] still include several vocalists but also violinists, 
harpists, and wind instrument players.40 (Hinkle-Turner 2006: 122) 
 

                                                
38 Of course, considering interdisciplinarity as a feature of women’s music does not mean that there are 
no men who do interdisciplinary work; there are many men whose work is interdisciplinary and they 
may encounter similar problems. However, relatively speaking, there seem to be more women active in 
interdisciplinary domains than in ‘pure’ electronic composition. In the Kraakgeluiden concert series for 
mixed media electroacoustic improvisation, in 2000 18 % and in 2001 23 % of the participating 
musicians were women (Metzelaar 2004). But this is still much more than the share of women in Dutch 
‘pure’ tape music: at the festival for Dutch tape music De Verborgen Planeet (June 3, 4, 5 2005 at 
NDSM in Amsterdam), organized by Stichting Panakoustikon, there was only one tape composition by 
a female composer in a programme of more than forty compositions. 
 
39 Metzelaar (2004) argues that a lack of role models and a lagging development of self-esteem are also 
causes for the later entrance of women into electroacoustic improvisation. 
 
40 However, Sorrel (Doris) Hays already composed electroacoustic music with tape, sound modification 
and musique concrète techniques since 1969, that is, well before the advent of MIDI (Grigsby 1984: 
157; Hinkle-Turner 2006: 51). 
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Another explanation for women’s interdisciplinary work may be found in the 

feminine field of ‘women enabling’ (Green 1997: 47–50): for a long time, women 

have been active in occupations that enable others to make music, such as music 

education or the organization of music salons in the 19th century. Working with other 

disciplines often involves collaboration, as Pril Smiley points out when she compares 

her work for theatre music with her purely electroacoustic work: ‘[…] theatre music 

can involve a very exhilarating collaborative creative effort (the sum of individuals 

involved equaling more than the parts); “straight” electronic works exemplify a very 

personal and individual expression […].’ (Quoted in Grigsby 1984: 170) 

Interdisciplinary work involves cooperation, coordination, and co-authorship, it 

consists of creating as well as enabling, as opposed to the ‘masculine’ solitary act of 

the autonomous composer.41 

                                                
41 The focus of the conference In and Out of the Sound Studio (Concordia University, Montréal, 25–29 
July 2005) on the broad category of women sound producers, implies a criticism of the centrality of the 
composer (author) and the composition (musical work) in traditional musicology. 
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VIII.5 Écriture of interdisciplinary music 

 

Interdisciplinary musical works pose ontological and practical problems of 

documentation and publication. Interdisciplinary music is not notated in conventional 

scores; an intermedia composition cannot adequately be captured on a single 

recording medium. Unlike traditional opera, in contemporary interdisciplinary music 

there is no clear division between music, text, performance, and stage direction, and 

technology and new media are also involved. Often, the few performances of such 

works are the only forms in which these works exist. Singularity of time and place 

and the presence of the author may be essential features of such works. There may 

also be an ideology of presence, of the uniqueness, fullness, and essence of the here 

and now. It could be that the cooperation of a specific group of people in the making 

and the performance of the piece is essential: then the piece/performance belongs to 

these people and may not be performed by others. The situation of the piece may be 

essential: it may be created for a specific occasion, time, and place. But the absence of 

an adequate representation of the work and the impossibility to repeat or reproduce it 

may also have more practical causes: documenting the work in an adequate way may 

cost too much time and money, and the composer may be more interested in a new 

project than in documenting an old work which perhaps will never be performed 

again anyway. Some women have also suggested that they might be scared to put 

their work in a fixed form, because it is more definitive and more assailable than a 

fleeting, one-time performance. An ideological preference for the open, unfixed, one-

off character of a musical performance work may go together with a fear of fixation, 

as Helen Hall implies: 

 
One of the limitations of tape music, or electronic music, is the fact that it’s frozen in 
time. Tape music, once it’s done, it’s done. It’s a scary thing, because it never changes. 
(McCartney 1997: 66) 
 

However, lack of documentation has serious disadvantages. An undocumented 

work is only known by its few performances. There is a lack of access to many works 

of the (quite recent) past, and no possibility for more intense scrutiny than that of the 

fleeting moment. Without some representation or reproduction, it is not possible to 

analyze such pieces in depth; without a form of publication that is accessible beyond a 

limited scope of time and place, it is not possible to develop a critical discourse, a 
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history, and a canon. It is not accidental that McCartney chose to analyze only the 

tape part of the multimedia performance work Woman and House by Susan Frykberg: 

‘I chose the “TV song” because […] it is also one of the few aspects of the piece that 

does not change as a result of a specific performance.’ (1997: 216) 

To tackle this problem, I set up a pilot project on the documentation and 

publication of interdisciplinary music at NEAR/Donemus/Music Center the 

Netherlands. While it is not explicitly concerned with gender, by focusing on 

interdisciplinary electroacoustic music, more music by women composers comes into 

view than when publishing pure tape music – at least, this is the case in the 

Netherlands; for example, works included were Anne La Berge’s Drive (2003–2009) 

for solo performer or chamber ensemble, live electronics and game controller; and 

Christina Viola Oorebeek’s Edges (2008) for solo percussion with amplified 

Plexiphone and electronics, Super 8 projector, oscillator or Super 8 projector audio 

samples.42 

For interdisciplinary musical forms, there is no status quo of documentation 

and publication such as the conventional score or the stereo sound recording. A score, 

book, article, CD, or DVD may document an aspect of an interdisciplinary work, but 

not the whole work. I argue for ‘extended score documentation’, which defines the 

musical work and provides sufficient information and material to make multiple 

performances of the musical work possible without the presence of the composer; thus 

it makes possible the preservation and availability of the musical work. The extended 

score documentation does not need to consist of any traditional music notation signs 

on paper: it could consist of one or more audio or video recordings, and/or of 

computer data files, drawings, photographs and text – as long as it is essentially a set 

of prescriptions concerning the ‘what’ and ‘how’ for future performances of the work. 

But I still use the term ‘score’, because the idea that a composition is determined as 

prescriptions for future performances, comes from the notion of the score in the 

Western art music tradition. The extended score documentation of electroacoustic 

compositions stretches the concept of the score and articulates new forms of the work-

concept: not as one fixed object, but as a cluster of versions for different media and 

                                                
42 See Bosma (2005/2008a) and Bosma (2007b). 
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different situations, of which the determination or openness is well defined in the 

extended score documentation.43 

Internationally, there are more and also larger projects dealing with the 

preservation and re-performance of live electronic composition.44 But whereas most 

of these projects deal with music from the past, and the transference of old analogue 

devices, synthesizers or software into a contemporary format, my focus was more on 

compositions that had been composed recently. It was about trying to make 

composers aware of these documentation and preservation issues, so that these issues 

are already dealt with during, and/or shortly after the composition process. It deals 

more with construction, or even deconstruction, than with reconstruction: it is not so 

much about trying to preserve the past, but rather about opening up the future. It does 

not deal with reconstructing the composer’s original intentions, but is a cooperative 

effort to articulate the constitutive features of a work, whereby the composer is finally 

responsible for the resulting extended score that defines the work, despite any earlier 

intentions of the composer. Working on the extended score documentation with the 

composer may result in making new compositional decisions as to whether something 

does or does not form a constitutive feature of the work. Documentation may involve 

a process of articulating musical aspects of which one is not yet fully aware. 

The extended score documentation of Drive marks a transition in Anne La 

Berge’s work from composer-performer to composer of works that are independent of 

specific places, circumstances or performers. Extended score documentation involves 

the translation of specific idiom and technology into more general musical and 

technological ‘languages’, and offers an opening for subsequent translations and 

performances in multiple idioms and contexts. This way, the composition can ‘live 

on’,45 not by fixating on its original state, but by dissemination. 

                                                
43 However, there are limits to such documentation: additional documentation of specific performances, 
musical practices or musical instruments may be desirable as well; and it is not possible to document 
all aspects completely. Scores, and also extended scores, function in a cultural context and presume 
specific knowledge, practices, instruments, apparatus, technology as well as oral transmission. See 
Chapter VII and Bosma (2005/2008a). 
 
44 Several projects are discussed in Organised Sound 11/3, December 2006. See also Journal of New 
Music Research 30/4, 2001, and the international Integra project, led by the Birmingham Conservatoire 
in the UK, http://www.integralive.org (last accessed November 2, 2012). 
 
45 Simon Emmerson in his presentation at the Electroacoustic Music Studies network conference 2005 
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But in Alison Isadora’s composition Native Tongue (2001), for amplified 

flutes, live electronics and live image processing (by Sher Doruff), the specificity of 

idiom is central. Native Tongue was originally composed for Anne La Berge, who 

performed it several times in 2001. The composer provided me with a copy of a 

handwritten score and a video recording. Native Tongue contains pre-recorded voices 

of Anne La Berge and, among others, her daughter Diamanda Dramm. Anne La 

Berge’s voice tells, in a personal way, about her immigration, the problem of living in 

a country with a foreign language and different habits and traditions, and the 

differences between the English and Dutch language and culture; cooking recipes are 

a recurring example. Both the composer (Alison Isadora) and the performer (Anne La 

Berge) share a background of immigration from an English-speaking country (New 

Zealand and USA) into the Netherlands. 

Alison Isadora explained to me that because the voices of Anne La Berge and 

her daughter have been incorporated, this composition is meant to be performed by 

Anne La Berge only. The composer still has the original material and computer 

system available for such a performance. Thus, she finds no need for an extended 

score documentation. However, Anne La Berge says that she can imagine the piece 

being performed by someone else, and points out that it would be especially 

interesting if her daughter were to perform this composition. Moreover, the fact that 

there is, nor will be, an extended score documentation of this composition, does not 

imply that there is no documentation at all. Although I did not attend any performance 

of Native Tongue, with the remaining score and video recording, it is still possible to 

get an idea of the composition. Even such an incomplete documentation opens 

possibilities for re-interpretation and dissemination, so that the composition may live 

on in new ways. 

It may seem impossible to make a satisfying documentation of an 

interdisciplinary performance work, when such a work only essentially exists at the 

unique moment of its performance. Indeed, performance artists sometimes object to 

fixed forms like recordings. But such a binary opposition between ‘full’ live 

momentary presences versus ‘dead’ derivative fixed forms comes with an ideology of 

presence that was criticized by Jacques Derrida in favour of écriture. Multimedia 

                                                                                                                                       
in Montréal, McGill University. See Emmerson (2006). 
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documentation opens up possibilities for re-interpretation and dissemination. Written 

texts, scores or recordings can be performed, re-used and re-interpreted in various 

ways and in different circumstances, away from the author, and are thus always 

differing and partial. By finding new ways of documenting interdisciplinary music, 

interdisciplinary electroacoustic music may live on in new ways. 

The work of John Cage is a remarkable example of a dual strategy: to develop 

alternative practices, but to avoid marginalization. With his radical critique of 

fundamental notions of Western art music he stretched the concept of the musical 

work enormously, but he didn’t abandon it: ‘Cage (not unwittingly I believe) speaks 

of having argued himself in theory out of a career which in practice he strives to 

maintain.’ (Goehr 1992: 261) Remarkably, Cage published his compositions as scores 

at the major music publishing house Edition Peters, including his ‘silent’ piece 4’33” 

(1952). His adherence to the concepts of the musical work and the musical score may 

have had an important positive influence on his career and on the canonization of his 

work. ‘Contrary to the spirit of an anti-survivalist aesthetic, in which music is 

performed for the present and is not composed to last, Cage’s “works” have survived 

and have come to be representative, no less, of the avant-garde repertoire of musical 

works.’ (Goehr 1992: 265) As Lydia Goehr shows, the work-concept is a very strong 

and flexible force in Western musical culture. 
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VIII.6 In and out of gender 

 

In the search for a specific women’s electroacoustic music, one may discern different 

levels: 

1) The desire of a woman composer to practice her own (woman’s) style of 

composing within a male-dominated tradition and environment. 

2) The search for empirical differences between the music of male and female 

composers, and for empirical similarities among works by female composers. 

3) The desire of a listener/critic/scholar to find feminine, feminist or womanly 

features in music by women composers. 

Some women composers more or less explicitly develop a specific, personal 

way of working as a woman in a male-dominated domain, and some make references 

to feminine or feminist issues in their work. However, since composition and 

technology are both delineated as masculine, women’s electroacoustic composition is 

never purely feminine. In various ways, women’s music involves a recombination, 

integration or deconstruction of feminine and masculine practices and disperses 

gendered binary opposites. 

There is a great diversity of electroacoustic music composed by women. Some 

recurring features can be discerned, such as extra-musical references by way of 

recorded sound, text, theatre, or video; but such features can be found in music by 

male composers too. However, what defines the search for common characteristics in 

women’s electroacoustic music is a desire to find feminine or feminist features in the 

music. This is an interpretative gesture. Distinguishing stereotypical feminine or 

masculine characteristics incurs the risk of reinforcing these stereotypes and of 

overlooking those aspects which do not conform; but one can also use such 

stereotypes in a critical analysis or in a revaluation of femininity. Another approach is 

to take as a point of departure the explicit references to women’s issues in texts, 

images, or sounds. Moreover, like McCartney (1997), one may focus on the unsettling 

of binary dichotomies in a search for feminist cyborg music. 

From a listener’s standpoint, following Barthes’ ‘Death of the Author’ (1977 

[1968]), one may disregard both the intentions and the gender of the composer. But 

this could result in further negligence of music by women composers. Instead, I 
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propose to consider the composer not as an authority, but as an analytical category 

and a feature or ‘function’ of a musical work.46 Traditionally, composing, 

improvising, and technology are male-gendered domains, while singing and 

performing specific solo instruments are gendered as feminine. Women composer-

performers disrupt this stereotypical dichotomy. The traditional notion of authorship 

may also collapse through women’s preference for interdisciplinary work and 

collaboration: then authorship may be shared among several artists and the traditional 

roles of composer and performer unsettled. A risk of such interdisciplinary work is 

that it might fall into the gaps of oblivion in between established categories, with 

negative implications for funding, career opportunities, artistic survival, and 

canonization. 

‘Moi je fais de la musique de femme, et lui il parle de l’universel. Why is 

that?’ (Monique Jean in McCartney 1996: 39; 1997: 163). A focus on women’s music 

is associated with a risk of marginalization. But gender issues and women’s music can 

be related to many issues beyond gender, such as the relation composer-performer-

listener. The documentation of interdisciplinary electroacoustic music is another 

example of an issue with specific importance for women’s music, but relevant to both 

men and women. I propose a dual strategy: making a difference while avoiding 

marginalization, relating to issues that are gendered, abstracted from gender, and 

‘universal’; and forming alliances in and out of gender. 

                                                
46 See Foucault (1977 [1969]). 
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IX 

 

TO CONCLUDE 
 

 

Studies on gender issues in electroacoustic music are sparse. Therefore, I have looked at 

neighbouring disciplines such as feminist musicology, gender and technology studies, 

women’s studies, cultural analysis and film studies for inspiration and background. My 

focus was on the music, and its surroundings, rather than biographical accounts of 

female composers. My initial question was how to find gender in electroacoustic music. 

In this respect, the combination of voice and electronics provided to be an entry into 

gender issues: for voices mostly have, or seem to have, a sex; there are many female 

voices in the otherwise male-dominated field of music technology and composition. 

Equally, the voice can provide a link to gender issues in for instance opera, film, 

literature and psychoanalysis.  

Chapter I brings to the fore that the modernist, objectivist, formalist and 

technical discourse, often found in the electroacoustic music world, can be considered 

masculine. Instead of advocating the opposite, a subjective discourse, I aim to 

overcome this dual opposition by a dialogical approach between theory and analysis, 

where the music is not purely object but allowed ‘to speak back’ from within an 

explicit theoretical framing. Precise references, instead of generalisations, show both 

respect for the music and for the reader as well as providing accountability; and this, 

together with giving evidence, reasons or explanations, contributes to 

intersubjectivity. Another aspect of my approach is the de-centralisation of 

authorship, both bracketing and analysing the position of the author, beyond ‘the 

death of the author’, and shifting the attention towards other subject positions such as 

the vocalist and the listener. Here, I will summarize how this dialogical approach and 

the de-centralisation of the author have been elaborated in each of the preceding 

chapters. 

What role does this dialogical approach play in Chapter II? In this chapter, I 

have dealt with (recordings of) compositions as objects, i.e., they were counted and 

roughly categorized according to superficial features: gender of the composer; gender 
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of the voice; singing, speaking or other; with or without language. However, the 

dialogue with the material takes place at other levels. At the start, the research 

question and the approach were partly suggested by the music in advance. Going 

through a large collection of electroacoustic music CDs, I noticed that there seemed to 

be many compositions for female voice and electronics, and I couldn’t find one for 

male singing voice and electronics. At the same time, however, there were other 

compositions that somehow seemed to resist this categorisation. I decided to check 

this systematically in an accountable and precise way; the result of which is Chapter 

II. In the course of my systematic verification, it became clear that, indeed, such a 

gender pattern is discernible, albeit with some nuance. Some gender patterns are quite 

straightforwardly discernible in the examined body of compositions: 

• The are far more male than female composers; 

• There are no compositions for live singing male vocalist, all live singing vocalists 

are female; virtually all female vocalists sing with a substantial amount of non-

verbal vocalising, mostly in Western extended classical style; 

• The few live male vocalists perform with a speaking voice. 

At first glance, as far as the pre-recorded voices are concerned, there seems to be a 

much larger variety and no straightforward gender patterns stand out. However, when 

focusing more closely on the individual compositions, some gender patterns of the 

prerecorded voices come to the fore: 

• The pre-recorded voices are more varied than the live voices;  

• The pre-recorded female voices show a large amount of professional vocalising, 

specifically recorded for the composition: singing in a Western extended classical 

style or reciting texts by others; 

• The pre-recorded male voices are different from the female pre-recorded voices 

in that they seldom sing professionally, are mostly speaking voices, sometimes 

theatrical; often they are either ‘found objects’, i.e. samples from political 

speeches or radio/television broadcasts; or the voice of a cultural authority, or of 

the composer himself; 

• The pre-recorded singing male voices are mostly voices of Others, i.e. non-

Western or computer voices, or ‘found objects’ such as historical recordings and 

popular song. 
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In pre-recorded electronic music (‘tape music’) a gender pattern of location similar to 

that in the mixed genre for vocalist and electronics is reflected, albeit somewhat less 

clear: composers are far more often male than female, whilst women are 

predominantly involved in the production as a vocalist, whether performing on a 

concert stage or in a studio during the production process. This gender pattern 

matches with a stereotypical gender pattern that pervades the general culture and 

which typically associates woman to body, performance, tradition, non-verbal sound 

and singing, and man to technology, innovation, language and authority, i.e. relating 

masculinity to mind and femininity to body. Once these gender patterns were thus 

established, I used these as a reference for further close analysis of individual pieces 

in the subsequent chapters. 

Listening to such a large collection of recordings, already gave me many ideas 

for the following chapters. Indeed, listening to such interesting music which 

precipitated many links to gender issues, and then do nothing more than carry out a 

mere count, was at times difficult; thus, while doing the research of Chapter II, I also 

took notes as input for further research. Chapter III is partly the result of this 

impatience: it is intended as an illustration and preview that relates the gender patterns 

found in Chapter II to broader cultural issues (as found in Lacanian accounts of opera 

and film) and that anticipates the more in-depth analyses in the following chapters. 

Embodiment and its relation to (disem)power(ment) and authority are central to 

Chapter III: the power, authority and embodiment of the female vocalist and the 

twisted voices of authority of the disembodied male voices. The gender patterns in 

electro-vocal music do not just replicate the more general gender patterns of our 

broader culture; although the patterns found in Chapter II do relate to these general 

patterns, a closer consideration of some electro-vocal compositions and performances 

in the other chapters reveals some particular twists to the gendered stereotypes, as if 

these specific musical instances ‘talk back’ to the general stereotypes. 

As for the role of the author: the intentions of the composers do not play any 

role in Chapter II, nor are the composers considered to be autonomous geniuses. In 

Chapter II, composers are mere names, short biographical notes and some photo’s – 

enough information to assess their gender. The composer is part of a pattern: the 

combination of male composer and female vocalist. This abstract duo subsequently 

becomes central to more detailed analyses of individual compositions, as is the case in 
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Chapter IV (the vocal persona, the ‘composer’s voice’, and the relation of the live 

female voice to the tape in Philomel, Anima and Hildegard’s Dream) and in Chapter 

V (the relation of Luciano Berio and Cathy Berberian in and around Thema (Omaggio 

a Joyce)). In Chapter III, the performance of a female vocalist is contrasted with the 

written intentions of the male composer (Janice Jackson’s performance of Jean-

Claude Risset’s L’autre face). But with regard to Wende Bartley’s Ellipsis, my 

account shows a different relation between composer, vocalist and vocality. Part of 

the composition is formed by a collaboration between the composer and the vocalist 

Fides Krucker. Moreover, the composer also used her own vocal experiences for the 

composition. 

In Chapter IV, three close analyses of compositions for live female vocalist 

and tape are framed by a focus on the relation of the female vocal persona to the 

electronic persona and the composer’s voice, based on a critical account of Edward 

Cone’s analytical concepts. I am not simply following or applying Cone’s analytical 

approach, but reacting to it, as if in a dialogue. Cone brackets the composer (author), 

but still prioritizes the metaphorical ‘composer’s voice’, which is a construction of the 

listener evoked by the composition. I shift the analytical attention from the (male) 

composer’s voice towards the (female) vocal persona. In the compositions discussed 

in this chapter, the tape parts are closely related to the vocal personae. The tape parts 

are not unitary but contain sounds from different domains, such as electronic sounds 

and pre-recorded vocal sounds. I do not consider these tape parts as the direct 

component of the composer’s voice: the tape parts often seem an extension of the 

vocal parts. But the vocal part may not be a separate vocal persona either, inasmuch 

as it seems an extension of the tape part. When the vocal part and the tape part merge, 

the vocalist’s and the composer’s voice merge. Although both the composer’s voice 

and the vocal persona are abstract constructions, I do consider these gendered, 

because of the strong gender patterns of male composers and female vocalists, and 

because of the genders of the actual composers and vocalists of these compositions. 

The merging of vocal persona and composer’s voice may thus be considered as 

gender bending. So on the one hand Cone’s concepts are productive for the analyses 

of these compositions, but on the other hand, by these analyses, Cone’s concepts are 

transformed. 
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A female vocalist is also central to Chapter V, again in relation to a male 

composer, however, now not with regard to a live vocal part but a pre-recorded voice. 

I set out with the composer and vocalist as constructed by the texts about the 

composition, the con-texts. I analyse how vocalist Cathy Berberian is as it were 

written out of the composition Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) by means of an essay of 

composer Luciano Berio and, subsequently, by accounts of others often based on the 

composer’s theoretical framing. My analysis, per contra, takes Berberian’s vocality as 

point of departure. I argue that Berberian’s specific voice is essential for the 

composition, and thus may not deemed to be just ‘a voice’ or ‘a female voice’. 

Moreover, it has been suggested (by Berberian and others), that her influence was 

quintessential for the genesis of the composition. In my musical analysis I focus on 

the gender pattern of ‘crying’ female non-verbal voice sounds, as is common in 

Western classical opera and film. At first, my analysis is an elaboration of this 

stereotypical pattern: the breakdown of language in the middle section of the piece is 

composed in a musically quasi-chaotic, noisy setting, while, by contrast the clear 

words in the beginning and at the end sound pleasant and quiet. I could have stopped 

here, classifying this composition as again another example of the association of 

female non-verbal voice sounds with chaos, danger and disintegration. However, I go 

one step further, driven by the richness I perceive in this composition and in dialogue 

with theoretical texts by Etty Mulder and Adriana Cavarero that give an alternative 

account of the mythological Sirens. It then emerges that this female voice represents 

both non-verbal transgression and a verbal framework. Moreover, through the 

musical relations between its different sections, the composition shows that 

‘mythical’, ‘primordial’ ‘feminine’ non-linguistic vocal sound is not something 

completely different from, but rather related to language. There is sound in linguistic 

utterances. The female voice and the voice as sound do not have to be banished to 

abjection, to a dying female persona, to madness or to the translinguistic realm. 

 Chapter VI deals with male and female pre-recorded voices that do not conform 

to the stereotypes found in opera and film. The stereotypes are used as a frame of 

reference to articulate the special position of these voices. Whereas usually the loss and 

disempowerment that is unbearable for the normal male subject, is projected onto a 

‘crying’ female persona, in these pre-recorded electro-vocal compositions, per contra, 

the male voices show melancholia in text and tone. The composition with female pre-
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recorded voice, as it grew dark, also problematizes the usual projection of 

disempowerment on female personae, because in the liner notes the composer presents 

the distorted voice as a distortion of (over-)hearing (of the listener), instead of 

disempowered vocalising (of the vocal persona). However, the composition offers some 

resistance to this authorial suggestion, inasmuch the temporal order of the voice 

fragments is unrealistic for a listener overhearing a conversation, as is the absence of one 

of the voices of the ‘overheard’ dialogue (Mr Rochester’s voice). This unrealistic aural 

situation refers either to the musical-technical agency of the composer (‘the composer’s 

voice’) or to a listener, in a state of half-consciousness, uncertain about the reality of 

his/her perception. Thus, the acousmatic medium (sound without image) encourages the 

listener to reflect on her/his position. For both composer and listener, audio equipment 

is an extension of the self that confuses the boundaries between human and machine and 

subject and object. The listener’s uncertainty about the source and quality of the sounds 

might even blur the boundaries between subject and object, confuse identification and 

disturb the usual habits of projection and introjection. Moreover, while the position of 

the composer has become even stronger in acousmatic music, this secure position might 

diminish a defensive projection of existential loss onto the female voice.  

 The many triangular structures found in as it grew dark dismantle the illusion 

of directness and immediacy often ascribed to the voice in Western culture. Recording 

of voices, and composition with pre-recorded voices, shows that vocality may be 

considered as écriture in the Derridean sense. And as textual writing implies ‘the 

death of the author’, as announced by Roland Barthes, vocal writing implies ‘the 

death of the vocalist’: the recordings will disseminate into the world, and become re-

framed, re-interpreted and re-configured by others. I argue in Chapter VII that this 

‘death’ is a risk the vocalist (like the author and the composer) has to take for having 

a valuable cultural role. The vocalist could eventually be considered as an author of 

vocality, or even acknowledged as a composer-vocalist, thereby transforming the 

gender pattern of male author-composer and female performer-vocalist. However, this 

is not an automatic and predeterminated result of technological changes. Different 

compositions show different relations of composing and vocalising. Moreover, in my 

analysis of three ‘plunderphonic’ compositions, I find significant differences in the 

manner in which the ‘stolen’ vocal recordings are treated, be it as passive material, as 

specific vocality, or as vocal persona. 
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 As was elaborated in Chapter I and Chapter VII, I do not consider the 

author/composer as the ultimate source of meaning or as the master of the 

composition. I either bracket the author, or consider the author as an analytical 

category, referring to traces of the author in or around the compositions, or as a 

construction by a listener (‘the composer’s voice’). However, as is often the case with 

such an approach, whether from a feminist angle or not, this results in discussions of 

compositions predominantly by male authors, while the bracketing of the author may 

lead to a concealment of this gender inequality. To compensate for this, the last 

chapter is devoted to a theoretical issue concerning female composers: écriture 

féminine musicale. The focus here is theoretical, exploring the possibilities and 

limitations of an écriture féminine musicale in electroacoustic music. It starts with the 

question: How to search for women’s music while taking into account the de-

centralization of the author? I do find it important to consider écriture féminine 

musicale in relation to authorship: it does make a difference whether a vocalist is 

credited as an author, or not. Traditionally, composing, improvising, and technology 

are male-gendered domains, while singing and performing specific solo instruments 

are gendered as feminine. Women composer-performers disrupt this stereotypical 

dichotomy.  

 The search for common characteristics in women’s music and the desire to 

find feminine or feminist features is an interpretative gesture. I start off by developing 

my account of electroacoustic écriture féminine musicale in a dialogue with feminist–

musicological theories and musical works. Then, I confront several theoretical 

accounts on feminine musical style with some electro-vocal compositions by female 

composers. In contradiction to the notion of écriture féminine musicale as being 

mainly non-verbal and pre-linguistic, I have found that text and technology are 

important elements in the work of many female composer-performers. Finally, I come 

to the conclusion that these works are not stereotypically feminine and do not show a 

specific feminine style, but instead combine and exceed gendered practices. The 

female vocalist-composers combine feminine cultural practices of singing and 

performance with the masculine cultural domains of avant-garde, authorship, 

composing, language/text/stories and technology with explicit references to feminine 

and feminist issues. Moreover, the traditional notion of authorship may collapse 

through women’s preference for interdisciplinary work and collaboration. Women in 
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the electroacoustic music field do not only combine different musical roles, with 

different gender connotations, but also frequently cross established categories of 

media, disciplines and genres. As such, their écriture féminine musicale exceeds 

binary logic and disrupts patriarchal order, as indeed écriture féminine claims to do. 

However, such work creates new spaces for women’s practices in the symbolic order 

and unsettles traditional gendered dichotomies, not by merely disrupting but by 

effectively changing the symbolic order.  

 Gender issues and women’s music can be related to many issues beyond 

gender, such as the relation composer-performer-listener and the documentation of 

interdisciplinary electroacoustic music. Cultural analysis is another example of a 

gendered practice ‘beyond gender’. It transgresses the (gendered) dualism of subject 

and object by dialogical analysis. With this research, I hope to have shown the 

viability of such an approach for electroacoustic music. On the one hand, this research 

is an exploration of gender issues in electroacoustic music, in its discourse and 

listening experience. I hope this will not only stimulate more reflection on the 

gendered practices of electroacoustic music, but also offer inspiration for further 

research. There are many gender issues that I didn’t address; an important one is a 

further exploration of the role of masculinity. Nevertheless, I hope to have introduced 

some issues that go beyond gender and to have contributed to a change in the 

discourse and reflection on voice and electroacoustic music. 

 Electroacoustic music is – as it were – a ‘laboratory’, not only for music 

technology but also for musical concepts and practices. How innovative is this avant-

garde genre with regard to gender issues and the voice? In Chapter I, I ask: What does 

electroacoustic music’s breach of musical conventions reveal about musical gender 

norms and values? Electroacoustic music is considered innovative, experimental or 

avant-garde: but does its technological and musical innovations bring about changes 

in gendered conventions as well? The answer is: ‘yes and no’.  

 Electro-acoustic music turns out to be amazingly conservative, given the 

ceaseless occurrence of electroacoustic concert compositions for the clichéd 

combination of high, non-verbal singing soprano and electronics mastered by a male 

composer, and the near absence of concert compositions for professional male singer 

and electronics, as I show in Chapter II – but as I have equally noted through many 

years of concert attendances. ‘Old norms and values, it seems, die hard’, is the 
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conclusion of Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld in their study of breaches in the 

reception of new technology in music (Pinch & Bijsterveld 2003: 559). 
 

One aspect [...] that deserves attention is the presence of stability in the midst of change. 
Indeed, it would appear that elements of musical culture are remarkably persistent. Part of 
the explanation for this may lie in the musical institutions that dominate Western societies 
– schools, conservatories, concert halls, critics, and so on – and reproduce these values. 
[...] values central to musical culture have helped inform the production, acceptance, and 
transformation of new technologies. (Pinch & Bijsterveld 2003: 558) 
 

It may even be the case that innovative technologies require the continuation of 

conservative musical practices to become accepted. 

 Yet, there are also many instances in which the use of electronics entails, to a 

large or lesser extent, breaches of gendered conventions, as I have demonstrated 

throughout the preceding pages. It does not seem mere coincidence that the gender 

stereotypes are encountered more often in the rather traditional concert stage settings, 

while the gender breaches occur when the technology has influenced ontological and 

institutional musical changes. For example, since the very onset tape music has a 

problematic relation with the traditional concert setting, it changes the roles of 

composer and performer and has a profound effect on musical presence and ontology; 

it is no mere chance then that the use of pre-recorded voice sounds in ‘tape’ music is 

somewhat less stereotypical with regard to gender. A further extending example is the 

blurring of the musical and gendered roles of composer and vocalist, with the help of 

sound technology, in the work of composer-vocalists (as prevalent sub-category of 

composer-performers). 

 With regard to musical and gender conventions, electroacoustic music has two 

faces: conservative and innovative. Electroacoustic music is on the one hand 

embedded in the traditional worlds of music academies, conservatoires, professional 

musicians, concert halls and other classical music institutions, infrastructure and 

funding; on the other hand, it is embedded in technological innovation (which is 

socially often quite a gender-conservative masculine environment), the world of new 

media (socially more innovative), and the Do It Yourself mentality that goes with the 

spread of cheaper and better technology; and then there are influences from 

(experimental and avant-garde) pop music, performance art and media art. 

Consequently, the breaches of gender conventions do not so much come with the 

introduction of new technology per se, but rather with social changes related to the 
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interaction with other disciplines that may go with the use of new (or older) sound 

technology. 

 My quest for gender in electroacoustic music, through the archway of the 

voice, turned through the music outwards to the traces of relations of production, to 

musical-cultural conventions and institutions, and to interdisciplinary influences. 

While my objective initially was to connect these external musical aspects to the 

music ‘itself’, eventually the boundaries of what music ‘itself’ is, became porous. The 

focus on gender issues has helped to find openings and connections, but opened up 

issues beyond gender as well: in and out of music, in and out of gender. 

 The voice, mediated by or embedded in electronic sound technology, brings 

such tensions to the fore. The voice is linked with the body, with nature, with sexual 

difference, with the unconscious, with one’s earliest social interactions and sense of 

self, with language, with music, with presence, with (pre-historical) signification and 

representation,1 with imitation and mimesis, with skill.... The recording, 

amplification, manipulation, analysis and (re-)synthesis of voice by electronic sound 

technology, may help to overcome habits of conceiving the voice as pure, natural or 

transcendental presence. The voice itself may be considered a technology (indeed, by 

way of phonetic science, much electronic sound technology is influenced by or 

modelled on vocal ‘technology’2). Because the voice is associated with essentialist 

notions, by bringing out the artificiality of the voice, essentialist habits may be 

unsettled. Electronic sound technology may multiply the ambiguity of the voice3 and 

offer openings for bending or breaching the gender grid as well as musical 

conventions. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 See Tolbert (2002). 
 
2 Such as the source – filter/resonance model and the use of formants (characteristic peaks in the 
frequency spectrum). 
 
3 On the paradoxical ambiguity of voice, see Dolar (2006). 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

 
CDS CHAPTER II 

 
 

Computer Music Currents 
 
1: Alain Savouret. Christer Lindwall. Daniel F. Oppenheim. 1989. WER 2021-50 
2: Mario Davidovsky. Gottfried Michael Koenig. Denis Lorrain. Emmanuel Ghent. Daniel Arfib. 

Loren Rush. 1989. WER 2022-50 
3:  François Bayle. Richard Karpen. William Schottstaedt. Johannes Goebel. 1989. WER 2023-50 
4: David Evan Jones. Michel Decoust. Charles Dodge. Jean Baptiste Barrier [sic]. Trevor 

Wishart. Roger Reynolds. 1989. WER 2024-50 
5: Denis Smalley. Mesias Maiguashca. Gareth Loy. Kaija Saariaho. Jonathan Harvey. 1990. 

WER 2025-2 
6:  Horacio Vaggione. Thomas Kessler. Denis Smalley. Amnon Wolman. Chris Chafe. 1990. 

WER 2026-2 
7: Richard Karpen. Jean-Claude Risset. Lars-Gunnar Bodin. Tracy L. Petersen. Frances White. 

Joji Yuasa. 1990. WER 2027-2  
8: Stanley Haynes. Takayuki Rai. Rainer Boesch. Daniel Teruggi. Richard Teitelbaum. 1992. 

WER 2028-2 
9: Gerald Bennett. Joji Yuasa. Thomas Delio. William Albright. 1992. WER 2029-2 
10: Wolfgang Motz. David Wessel. Gary Lee Nelson. Marco Stroppa. 1992. WER 2030-2 
11: Alejandro Viñao. Stanislaw Krupowicz. Charles Dodge. Douglas Fulton. Paul Lansky. 1992. 

WER 2031-2 
12: Thierry Lancino. Tamas Ungvary. 1995. WER 2032-2 
13: The Historical CD of Digital Sound Synthesis. 1995. WER 2033-2 

 

Wergo 
Digital Music Digital 
Music with Computers 

http://www.wergo.de 
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Consortium to Distribute Computer Music 
Computer Music Series 
 
 
1: CEMI: Center for Experimental Music and Intermedia at the University of North Texas, 

Denton; 1988, CRC 2029. 
2: iEAR Studios at Rensselear Polytechnic Institute; 1988, CRC 2039. 
3: Experimental Music Studios and Computer Music project at University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign; 1989, CRC 2045. 
4: CCM: Center for Contemporary Music at Mills College, Oakland, CA (David Rosenboom - 

Systems of Judgment); 1989, CRC 2077. 
5: Winham Laboratory at Princeton University; 1990, CRC 2076. 
6: Bregman Electronic Music Studio at Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH; 1990, CRC 2052. 
7: iEAR Studios at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Troy, New York; 1990, CRC 2047. 
8: Center for Computer Research in Music and Acoustics (CCRMA) at Stanford University; 

1991, CRC 2091 
9: ...musics, metaphors, machines... CEMI: Center for Experimental Music and Intermedia, 

University of North Texas, Denton; 1991, CRC 2078. 
10: The Virtuoso in the Computer Age -- I; 1991, CRC 2110. 
11: The Virtuoso in the Computer Age -- II; 1992, CRC 2133. 
12: Composers in the Computer Age -- I; 1992, CRC 2144. 
13:  The Virtuoso in the Computer Age -- III; 1993, CRC 2166. 
14: The Virtuoso in the Computer Age -- IV; 1993, CRC 2170. 
15: The Virtuoso in the Computer Age - V, Music for the Mathews/Boie Radio Drum and Radio 

Baton; 1994, CRC 2190. 
16:  Composers in the Computer Age -- II; 1994, CRC 2193. 
17: Music from the Center for Contemporary Music at Mills College; 1994, CRC 2195. 
18: The Composer in the Computer Age -- III; 1994, CRC 2213. 
19: The Composer in the Computer Age -- IV, A Larry Austin Retrospective: 1967-94; 1994, 

CRC 2219. 
20: The University of Texas at Austin, Electronic Music Studios; 1995, CRC 2245. 
21: The International Computer Music Association, Commission Awards -- 1992-93; 1995, CRC 

2255. 
22: The Composer in the Computer Age -- V, A Salvatore Martirano Retrospective: 1962-92; 

1995, CRC 2266. 
23: The Composer in the Computer Age -- VI; 1996, CRC 2302. 
24: The Composer in the Computer Age -- VII; 1997, CRC 2310. 
25: The International Computer Music Association, Commission Awards -- 1994-96; 1997, CRC 

2347. 
26: Music from the Center for Research in Electro-Acoustic Music, San Jose State University, San 

Jose, California; 1998, CRC 2404. 
27: Music from CEMI: Center for Experimental Music and Intermedia, University of North 

Texas, Denton, Texas USA; 1998, CRC 2407. 
28: The Composer in the Computer Age -- VIII, Larry Austin: SoundPlays, Cityscapes, 

SoundPortraits -- 1993-96; 1999, CRC 2428. 
29:  Music from the Virginia Center for Computer Music, University of Virginia; 1999, CRC 

2454. 
30: Transmigration Music. Center for Experiments in Art, Information, and Technology at 

CalArts; 2000, CRC 2490. 
 
 
 
Centaur Records  
http://www.centaurrecords.com 
 
http://music.unt.edu/CDCM/
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Cultures Électroniques  
 
1:     with works that won prizes in either the International Rostrum for Electroacoustic Music 1984 

or in the Competitions of Bourges 1976, 1980, 1982, 1984, 1985; Le Chant du Monde, LDC 
27.043. 

2:  Lauréats du 15e Concours International de Musique Electroacoustique / Bourges 1987; Le 
Chant de Monde 1987, LDC 278044/45. 

3:  Prizes 16th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1988; Le Chant du 
Monde 1988, LCD 278046/47. 

3: 1st Magisterium 16th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1988; Le 
Chant du Monde 1988, LDC 278048. 

4: Magisteres and Prizes 17th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1989; 
Le Chant du Monde 1989, LDC 278049/50. 

5: Prizes 18th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1990 + Coda Memoir 
1973, 1974, 1975; Le Chant du Monde 1991, LDC 278051/52. 

6: Prizes 19th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1991 + Coda Memoir 
1973-1976; Le Chant du Monde 1991, LDC 278 053/54. 

6: Magisteres 19th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1991 + Coda 
Memoir 1975-1977; Le Chant du Monde, LDC 278055. 

7: Prizes 21st International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1993 + Coda Memoir 
1978; Musique Média Mnemosyne 1994, LDC 278056/57. 

8: Magisters and Prizes 22th  International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1994 + 
Coda Memoir 1978, 1979, 1984; Musique Média Mnemosyne 1995, LDC 278058/59.  

9: Prizes 23th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1996; Musique Média 
Mnemosyne 1997, LDC 278060/61. 

9: Magisteres 23th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1996; Musique 
Média Mnemosyne 1997, LDC 278062. 

10: 1997 PRIX MAGISTERIUM ET PRIX QUADRIVIUM 24ÈME CONCOURS INTERNATIONAL DE 
MUSIQUE ELECTROACOUSTIQUE, Mnémosyne Musique Média LDC 278063/64, 1998. 

11: Prizes 25th International Electroacoustic Music Competition  / Bourges 1998 + Coda Memoir 
1977, 1982, 1985, 1986; Mnémosyne Musique Média 1999, LDC 278065/66. 

11: Magisteres 25th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1998; Mnémosyne 
Musique Média 1999, LDC 278067. 

12:  Prizewinners of the Puys. Bourges 1993 – 1994, LDC 278068/69. 
13: Magisteres and Prizes 26th International Electroacoustic Music Competition / Bourges 1999 + 

Coda Memoir 1979, 1980, 1985; Mnémosyne Musique Média 2000, LDC 278 070/71. 
14:  Magisteres and Prizes 27e Concours international de musique et d'art sonore électroacoustique 

/ Bourges 2000; Mnemosyne Musique Média 2001, LCD 278 072/73 
 
SERIE UNESCO/CIME, GMEB/UNESCO/CIME or  imeb/UNESCO/CIME 
 
http://www.mnemosyne-musique.com 
http:// http://www.imeb.net 
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SCORE EXAMPLES CHAPTER III 
 

 

 
 

Ex. III–1  score Jean-Claude Risset – L’autre face, p. 1 
© Jean-Claude Risset. Reproduced by permission of Jean-Claude Risset. 

The poem ‘L'autre face’ is from the book of poetry Le Silenciaire by Roger Kowalski, 
Editions Guy Chambelland, Paris 1961. 
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Ex. III–2  score Wende Bartley – Ellipsis, p.2 

© Wende Bartley. Reproduced by permission of Wende Bartley. 
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Ex. III–2 (continued)  score Wende Bartley – Ellipsis, p. 3 

© Wende Bartley. Reproduced by permission of Wende Bartley. 
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SCORE EXAMPLES CHAPTER IV 

 
 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–1  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: tape part bars 1–4 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–2  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 1–9 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 
 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Appendix: Score Examples Chapter IV 
 

264 

 

 
 

Ex. IV–3  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 66–72 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–4  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 11–15 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia.
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Ex. IV–5  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 16–20 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–6  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 27–30 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 
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Ex. IV–7  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 16–24 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–8  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 39–41 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Appendix: Score Examples Chapter IV 
 

267 

 
 

Ex. IV–9  Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 54–59 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 

 

 
 

Ex. IV–10  Lars Gunnar Bodin – Anima: bars 60–65 
© 1991 by Edition Suecia, Stockholm, Sweden.  
Reproduced by permission of Edition Suecia. 
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Ex. IV–11  Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream: bars 9–12 
© Alejandro Viñao. Reproduced by permission of Alejandro Viñao.  

These score excerpts are printed with permission of the copyright holder to be used 
exclusively in this dissertation and may not be used or copied for any other purpose. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–12  Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream: bars 43–50 
© Alejandro Viñao. Reproduced by permission of Alejandro Viñao.  

These score excerpts are printed with permission of the copyright holder to be used 
exclusively in this dissertation and may not be used or copied for any other purpose. 
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Ex. IV–13  Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream: bars 97–106 
© Alejandro Viñao. Reproduced by permission of Alejandro Viñao.  

These score excerpts are printed with permission of the copyright holder to be used 
exclusively in this dissertation and may not be used or copied for any other purpose. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Ex. IV–14  Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream: bars 119–124 
© Alejandro Viñao. Reproduced by permission of Alejandro Viñao.  

These score excerpts are printed with permission of the copyright holder to be used 
exclusively in this dissertation and may not be used or copied for any other purpose. 
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SUMMARY 
 

 

Electroacoustic music is – as it were – a ‘laboratory’, not only for music technology, but 

also for musical characteristics, practices and concepts. How innovative is this avant-

garde genre with regard to gender issues and the voice? Studies on gender issues in 

electroacoustic music are sparse. Therefore, for the purposes of this research, I have 

looked at neighbouring schools of thought such as feminist musicology, gender and 

technology studies, women’s studies, cultural analysis and film studies for inspiration 

and background. The combination of voice and electronics provides an entrance to 

gender issues: voices mostly have, or seem to have, a sex; there are many female voices 

in the otherwise male-dominated field of music technology and composition; and the 

voice can be a link to gender issues in opera, film, literature and psychoanalysis, as 

elaborated by Joke Dame and Kaja Silverman, i.a. 

 My main focus is on the music itself and on the references in the music (e.g. 

text), and surrounding the music (e.g. programme notes). The main sources are CD 

recordings, live performances, scores and pre-recorded ‘tape’ parts, as well as texts 

about the compositions.  

 The de-centralization of authorship is a major aspect of my approach. This is a 

thread running through the whole dissertation and elaborated on in Chapter VII. 

Starting point is the idea of “the death of the author” as proposed by Roland Barthes 

and refined afterwards in literary studies and feminist musicology, i.a. However, I am 

critical of merely ignoring the composer, particularly as concerns feminist musicology 

and contemporary music. I both bracket and analyse the position of the author, and 

shift the attention towards other subject positions such as the female vocalist and the 

listener.  

 Chapter I provides a theoretical background. In each of the subsequent chapters a 

theme or concept is elaborated upon: in Chapter II, gender patterns; in Chapter III, 

embodiment; in Chapter IV, the vocal persona; in Chapter V, the manipulated recorded 

female voice in Berio’s Thema (Omaggio a Joyce); in Chapter VI, more manipulated 

recorded voices and the listener’s position; in Chapter VII, the author and the vocalist-
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as-author; in Chapter VIII, écriture féminine musicale. Finally, the strings are attached in 

the Conclusion. 

 Chapter I discusses the definition and discourse of electroacoustic music, the 

various approaches of feminist musicology, and the methodology of ‘dialogical’ 

cultural-musical analysis. I elaborate on the masculinity of the prevalent discourse on/of 

electroacoustic music and argue that an overemphasis on formalism, objectivism and 

technology could function as a fetish. 

 In Chapter II, a large body of electroacoustic compositions are compared in an 

attempt to discern patterns with regard to the gender of the composer, the gender of the 

vocalist and the (non-)linguistic character of the gendered vocal sounds. Indeed, I have 

discovered some strong gender patterns. Thus, composers are far more often male than 

female, while women are prominently involved in the production as a vocalist, be it 

performing on a concert stage or in a studio during the production process. Whereas 

there are many compositions for female vocalist and tape/electronics, to be performed 

live in a Western extended classical vocal style, there are next to none for male singer 

and tape/electronics. (These findings are further discussed and differentiated particularly 

regarding pre-recorded voices.) This gender pattern matches a stereotypical gender 

pattern that pervades the general culture and which typically associates woman with 

body, performance, tradition, non-verbal sound and singing, and man with technology, 

innovation, language and authority, i.e. relating masculinity to mind and femininity to 

body. 

 Once these patterns have been determined in Chapter II, this shall provide a 

reference for further close analysis of individual pieces in the subsequent chapters. 

The archetypical duo male composer – female vocalist, found in Chapter II to be 

prevalent in electro-vocal music, is discussed from different perspectives in the 

following chapters. Gender stereotypes but also gender transgressions are found in 

electro-vocal music. A preview of these issues is presented in Chapter III, with a focus 

on embodiment and power in relation to the live singing vocalist. Inspired by Judith 

Butler’s account of power, I argue that female vocalists have power because of their 

subordination to social-musical conventions. However, musical performance and 

practice also provide possibilities for change. Using electronic music technology, some 

vocalists change musical-vocal practices and conventions and dissolve or combine the 

roles of vocalist and composer. 
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 In Chapter IV, my focus is on the female vocal persona rather than on the 

female vocalist. I apply and react to the ideas of Edward Cone, who brackets the real 

composer (author), but nonetheless prioritizes the metaphorical ‘composer’s voice’, 

which is a construction of the listener evoked by the composition. I shift the analytical 

attention from the (male) ‘composer’s voice’ towards the (female) vocal persona with 

analyses of Milton Babbitt – Philomel, Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima and Alejandro 

Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream. I question Cone’s statement that electronic tape music is 

unitary and that it directly represents the ‘composer’s voice’. I find heterogeneity in 

the tape parts; sometimes a fusion of vocal part and tape part; sometimes an 

annexation of the tape part by the vocal part, or vice versa. Identity and 

transformation feature in these compositions. 

 In Chapter V, I discuss how the pre-recorded voice and the influence of Cathy 

Berberian is – as it were – written out of the composition Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) 

by an essay of composer Luciano Berio and by accounts of others often based on the 

composer’s theoretical framing. I, on the other hand, take in my analysis of Thema 

(Omaggio a Joyce) Berberian’s vocality as point of departure (elaborating on Adriana 

Cavarero’s account of the voice, i.a.). 

 Chapter VI deals with male and female pre-recorded voices that do not conform 

to the stereotypes. Whereas typically the loss and disempowerment that is unbearable for 

the normal male subject is projected onto a ‘crying’ female persona, divergently, in these 

electro-vocal tape compositions the male voices are allowed to show melancholia in text 

and tone. Paul Lansky’s as it grew dark, a tape composition with female pre-recorded 

voice, also problematizes the usual projection of disempowerment on female personae. 

Thus, the acousmatic medium encourages the listener to reflect on her/his position. 

  In Chapter VII, I start with theoretically exploring the issue of authorship in 

relation to singing voices. I relate this to discussions on authorship in (feminist) 

musicology, literary theory, film studies, gender and technology studies, and law. 

Why is only the composer, and not the vocalist, considered to be an author? With the 

advent of audio and visual recording technology, performance can become a 

permanent, authoritative text. I argue that, by recording, vocality may be considered 

as écriture in a Derridean sense. As textual ‘writing’ implies ‘the death of the author’, 

as announced by Roland Barthes, such vocal ‘writing’ implies ‘the death of the 

vocalist’: the recorded voice will disseminate into the world, and become re-framed, 
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re-interpreted and re-configured by others. I argue that this ‘death’ is an inherent risk 

the vocalist (like the author/composer) must take for assuming a valuable cultural 

role; and that this may, potentially, transform the gender pattern of male author–

composer and female performer–vocalist. However, I am not arguing for 

technological determinism. I discuss several compositions with pre-recorded female 

voices that show each different relations of composing and vocalizing. For example, the 

pre-recorded female voice is assigned such diverse roles as musical material, object, 

creative partner or author in the tape compositions of Luciano Berio/Cathy Berberian, 

Larry Austin’s La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The Music, and Joan La Barbara’s 

own compositions as a composer–performer. Moreover, in my analysis of three 

‘plunderphonic’ compositions, Christian Marclay – Maria Callas, Gilius van Bergeijk – 

Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen and Charles Dodge – Any Resemblance is Purely 

Coincidental, I find significant differences in the manner in which the ‘stolen’ voices 

are treated, be it as passive material, as specific vocality, or as vocal persona. 

 Chapter VIII focuses on a theoretical issue concerning female composers: 

écriture féminine musicale. It starts with the question: How to search for women’s 

music while taking into account the de-centralization of the author? I confront several 

theoretical accounts on feminine musical style with some electro-vocal compositions 

by female composers. In contradiction to the notion of écriture féminine musicale as 

mainly non-verbal and pre-linguistic, I find that text and technology are important 

elements in the work of many female composer-performers. I come to the conclusion 

that these works are not stereotypically feminine and do not show a specific feminine 

style, but rather combine and exceed gendered practices. The female vocalist–

composers combine feminine cultural practices of singing and performance with the 

masculine cultural domains of avant-garde, authorship, composing, 

language/text/stories and technology, and make explicit references to feminine and 

feminist issues. Moreover, the traditional notion of authorship may collapse through 

women’s preference for interdisciplinary work and collaboration. Women in the 

electroacoustic music field do not only combine different musical roles, with different 

gender connotations, but they also often cross established categories of media, 

disciplines and genres.  

 Electroacoustic music is considered innovative, experimental or avant-garde: 

but do its technological and musical innovations bring with it changes in gendered 
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conventions as well? The answer is: ‘yes and no’. No, in some respects electro-

acoustic music turns out to be amazingly conservative, given the ceaseless occurrence 

of electroacoustic concert compositions for the clichéd combination of high, non-

verbal singing soprano and electronics mastered by a male composer. Yet, yes, there 

are also many instances in which the use of electronics entails, to a large or lesser 

extent, breaches of gendered conventions. The gender stereotypes are encountered 

more often in rather traditional concert stage settings; while the gender breaches occur 

when the technology has influenced ontological and institutional musical changes 

such as the changing roles of the creators, the departure of the concert stage, of the 

musical score and of the concept of the musical work, and interdisciplinarity. 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Summary 
 

275 

The following academic articles are part of this doctoral dissertation, in a revised and/or 

extended form: 

 

2003  ‘Bodies of Evidence, Singing Cyborgs, and Other Gender Issues in 

Electrovocal Music’, Organised Sound: An International Journal of Music 

and Technology 8/1: 5–17. (Chapter II and III) 

 

2006  ‘Musical Washing Machines, Composer-Performers, and Other Blurring 

Boundaries: How Women Make a Difference in Electroacoustic Music’, 

Intersections: Canadian Journal of Music 26/2: 97–117. (Chapter VIII) 

 

2008 ‘Voice or Ear? The Female Voice and the Listener’s Position in Paul 

Lansky’s as it grew dark’ in Carolyn Birdsall and Anthony Enns (eds.). Sonic 

Mediations: Body, Sound, Technology. Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing. pp. 109–125. (Chapter VI) 

 

Forthcoming ‘Thema (Omaggio a Joyce): a listening experience as homage to Cathy 

Berberian’ in Pamela Karantonis, Francesca Placanica, Anne Sivuoja and 

Pieter Verstraete (eds.), Cathy Berberian: Pioneer of Contemporary Vocality. 

Farnham, UK: Ashgate. (Chapter V) 

 

Various conference papers and other publications were produced in an earlier stage, 

especially concerning chapters II, III, V, VII, and VIII, such as at the International Computer 

Music Conference 1995 (Banff, CA); and International Computer Music Conference 1996 

(Hong Kong); Feminist Theory and Music 4 conference (1997, University of Virginia); 

keynote address at the conference In and Out of the Sound Studio (Concordia University, 

Montreal, 2005); Close Encounters, the 4th European Biannual Conference of the Society for 

Science, Literature, and the Arts (2006, UvA); conference Cathy Berberian: Pioneer of 

Contemporary Vocality and Performance (2006, UvA); Electroacoustic Music Studies 

network conference 07 (De Montfort University, Leicester UK, 2007); and in ASCA Brief 

(1996); eContact! (1998); Switch (1998); ctrl+shift art - ctrl+shift gender: Convergences of 

Gender, New Media and Art (2000). 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Index 
 

276 

Index of works and makers 
 
 
Index of compositions, literary texts, films; composers, vocalists and other makers. 
This index does not refer to (the authors of) bibliographic references. 
 
2001: A Space Odyssey   86, 150, 150n19 
73 Poems   190 
 
Vivian Adelberg Rudow   207, 219, 219n24, 

219n25 
Mathew Adkins   65n38, 
James Aikman   65, 65n38 
Rodolfo Alonso   65n40 
Algojo) (Algojo   57n23 
Alias    65n38 
A Little Ying-Yang   64n35 
AMM   9 
Pablo Anadon   65n41, 151 
Anchorings / Arrows   65n38 
Andere die Welt, Sie braucht es   65n39, 

66n44, 86n35, 147, 147n10 
Joseph L. Anderson   66n46, 147–148n11 
Laurie Anderson   19, 180, 192–195, 211, 215, 

218n21, 219 
Louis Andriessen   188 
Anima   44, 59n24, 103–112, 237, 263–267, 

272 
Any Resemblance is Purely Coincidental   44, 

63, 201–203, 273 
Jon Appleton   64n33 
Richard Armstrong   81, 81n25 
A Robert Johnson Sampler   64n33 
as it grew dark   44, 144–145, 154–163, 239, 

272 
Larry Austin   44, 50, 59n25, 59n26, 64n34, 

64n37, 86n36, 147–148n11, 148, 185–188, 
196, 273 

 
Milton Babbitt   9, 10, 23, 24, 24n33, 27, 37, 

39, 44, 75, 75n17, 92–102, 139, 272 
Hugo Ball   138n33, 217 
Wende Bartley   81–85, 87, 87n43, 90, 237, 

261–262 
Franziska Baumann   189, 217 
François Bayle   63 
Bethany Beardslee   94–102 
Norma Beecroft   224 
Ludwig van Beethoven   19 
David Behrman   9 
Jean-Jacques Beineix   72 
Cathy Berberian   121–143, 181, 183–185, 

207, 215–217, 237, 238, 272, 273 
Alban Berg   24n33 
Gilius van Bergeijk   44, 199–201, 273 
Michael Jude Bergeman   66n45 
Jonathan Berger   59n27 

Luciano Berio   44, 81n25, 121–143, 147n9, 
181, 183–185, 205, 207, 215, 216–217, 237, 
238, 270, 272, 273 

Judith Bettina   59n24, 63n31, 75, 76n19, 
94n3, 100n13 

Bicycle Built for Two   63, 64n34, 87 
Hildegard von Bingen   113n28, 114 
John Bischoff   64n33, 64n36 
Georges Bizet   19 
Philippe Blanchard   65n40 
Jaap Blonk   88, 217 
Blue Suede Shoes   198n66 
Lars-Gunnar Bodin   44, 59n24, 65n38, 65n40, 

103–112, 263–267 
Konrad Boehmer   70n4 
Borges y el Espejo   113–114 
Helena Boström   65n40 
Pierre Boulez   9, 10, 23, 124n10 
Jonas Broberg   66n46, 86n36, 147n11, 148, 

148n11 
Charlotte Brontë   155–162 
Chris Brown   64n33, 64n36 
Ton Bruynèl   65n41, 115n30 
Charles Bukowski   149 
Greetje Bijma 188–189, 215, 217 
 
John Cage   9, 10, 10n14, 66n46, 147n11, 

165n3, 215, 216, 217, 217n17, 231 
Maria Callas   192, 198–199, 201 
Maria Callas   44, 198–199, 201, 203, 205, 

273 
Lino Calle de Segovia   65n41 
Cornelius Cardew   9 
Carmen   19 
Cartas desde el real hospital de lunaticos   

65n41 
Enrico Caruso   63, 201–203 
Casimir   65n40 
Camilo José Cela   65n41 
Pablo Cetta   65, 149n15 
ChAnGE’S MUSIC   66n46 
Chant d’Ailleurs   113–114 
ChC   65n40 
Chiaroscuro… ou les yeux d’ambiguité   65n38 
Chicharras   65n41 
Child and the Moon-Tree   60, 64n33 
Circles   130n24 
Yves Coffy   65n39 
Collage Nr. 1 (“Blue Suede”)   198n66 
Patrick Conrad   179 
Conversation in Cadaqués   66n46, 147–

148n11, 148 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Index 
 

277 

Mercedes Cornu   65 
Micheline Coulombe Saint-Marcoux   224 
Ruth Crawford   14 
 
Harry Dacre   63n32 
Peter Maxell Davies   81n25 
Daisy Bell   63n32 
Ricardo Dal Farra   64n33 
Salvador Dali   66n46, 86n36, 147n11 
Hugh Davies   9 
Catherine De Boer   63n31 
Michel Decoust   63n31 
Denouement   64n34 
Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften   65n40 
Marcelle Deschênes   224 
Francis Dhomont   65n38 
Dimensioni II   184n44 
Diva   72, 88, 90 
Charles Dodge   44, 63, 64n34, 149–152, 201–

203, 273 
Doktor Faustus   70n4 
Gaetano Donizetti   19 
Don Quixotte Corporation   63 
Sher Doruff   230 
Diamanda Dramm   230 
Dreamspin   87 
Drive   206n1, 220–221, 228, 229 
Marcel Duchamp   165n3 
Dyptich   59n27 
 
Echos   65 
Umberto Eco   122, 125, 126n15, 128, 130 
Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen   44, 199–201, 

273 
Eight Songs for a Mad King   81n25 
Ellipsis   81–85, 237, 261–262 
Elmore   64n33 
Paul Elouard   65n40 
Emerson Lake & Palmer   5n5 
Brian Eno   5n5 
Tom Erbe   64n33, 64n36 
Erwartung   19 
 
Beatriz Ferreyra   65 
Kathleen Ferrier   199–201 
Figuras Flamencas   65 
Pink Floyd   5n5 
For Jon: Fragments of a time to come   65n38, 

65n40 
Frauenliebe und –leben   28 
Howard Jonathan Fredrics   149, 149n14 
Susan Frykberg   224, 228 
 
Peter Gabriel   5n5 
Diamanda Galás   87, 180, 189, 215, 217, 219 
Kay Gardner   210n7 
Brad Garton   149, 149n15 
Gesang der Jünglinge   7n12 
Anne Gilbert   65n40 

Christoph Willibald Gluck   179–180 
Golden Earring   5n5 
Kenneth Goldsmith   190 
 
José Halac   65n41, 66n45, 86n37, 151–153 
Herbie Hancock   5n5 
Rosemary Hardy   111n24 
Sorrel (Doris) Hays   225, 225n40 
William S. Hechkscher   66n46, 147n11 
Jens Hedman   65n38 
Hans G. Helms   184n44 
Mara Helmuth   56n19 
Help Me Remember   60 
Hershe tube rundown   66n45 
Hindemith   24n33 
Hildegard’s Dream   44, 113–119, 237, 268–

269, 272 
Shelley Hirsch   189, 217, 219 
John Hollander   94–99 
Michael Holloway   60 
Homenaje a Milanés   64n33 
Hoofdwas   220 
Luc Houtkamp   224n36 
Jerry Hunt   86n38, 147n11 
Joseph Hyde   65n38 
 
Idle Chatter   155 
Il Nome   59n24, 63n31, 65n38, 76n19 
In Celebration   64n34, 149–151, 152 
India Sound Journal   190–191 
In Emptiness, Over Emptiness   64n35 
Interphone   63n31 
Invisible   65n38, 76n19 
It Begins...   60n28 
I Pagliacci   201–203 
Alison Isadora   207, 220, 222–223, 224n36, 

230 
Jean Eichelberger Ivey   219n23 
 
Jane Eyre   155–159 
Janice Jackson   73–74, 77, 80, 237 
Michael Jackson   204n76 
Irène Jarsky   63n31, 74n14, 76n19 
Monique Jean   224–225, 233 
David Evan Jones   63n31 
James Joyce   122, 124–126, 128, 130n26, 132, 
138, 139n35, 143n40, 216 
just–more–idle–chatter   64 
 
Julie Kabat   60, 64n33 
Erik Mikael Karlsson   65n38 
Richard Karpen   59n24, 63n31, 64n34, 65n38, 

76n19 
Georg Katzer   65n40 
Dieter Kaufmann   65n40, 66n45 
John Kelly   63n32 
Kathy Kennedy   224 
Kindertotenlieder   199 
Klang, Kar and Melodie   65n39 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Index 
 

278 

Gottfried Michael Koenig   50 
Gunda König   65n40 
Richard Kostelanetz   149 
Roger Kowalski   74n15 
Viola Kramer   65n40 
Francisco Kröpfl   65n40 
Fides Krucker   81–82 
Stanley Kubrick   86, 150, 150n19 
 
Joan La Barbara   76n19, 180, 185–188, 189–

190, 196, 205, 215, 217 
La Barbara: The Name, The Sounds, The 

Music   44, 59n25, 64n37, 185–188, 196 
Anne La Berge   220–223, 230 
La Disparition de l’azur   65n38 
La Mécanique et les Agents de l’Erosion   

65n40 
Fritz Lang   104n21 
Langue d’ Amour   211 
Paul Lansky   44, 64, 144–145, 149, 154–163 
‘La Phoenix’   65n40 
La tête d’Orphée / Orpheus Head   70–71 
L'autre face   59n24, 73–75, 77, 80, 237 
Anne LeBaron   219n23 
Le Ciel et la Terre   66n45 
Ruggiero Leoncavallo   201 
Le Silenciaire   74n15, 260 
Le Sommeil d’Euclide   63 
Josh Levine   66n42 
Le Voyage au Paradis   65n40 
György Ligeti   217 
Eugene de Lisa   149n15 
Carol Lochbaum   63n32 
Michael Long   149n15 
Longing for the Light   66n64, 147–148n11 
L’Orpheo   71n7 
L's G.A.   60 
Lucia di Lammermoor   19 
Lulu   24n33, 70 
Frances Lynch   113, 117 
 
Diana McIntosh   224 
Hannah MacKay   155, 156, 160 
Bruno Maderna   122n6, 184 
Madonna   19 
Gustav Mahler   199–201 
Maikäfer Flieg   65n39 
Ricardo Mandolini   65n40 
Love Mangs   65n40 
Lucia Maranca   65n40 
Christian Marclay   44, 198–199, 201 
Maria Callas   44, 198–199, 201, 203, 205 
Mariphonia   71 
Salvatore Martirano   60 
Mascara   179 
Max V. Mathews   63, 64n34, 147n11 
Michael Matthews   64n35 
Max Mathews Episode   64n34, 147–148n11 
Metamorphoses   95 

Metropolis   104n21 
Microrreflexiones   65n40 
Andrew Milburn   64n33, 149 
Mobile   65n38, 66n43 
Moby   150n19 
Momente   211 
Meredith Monk   81, 215 
Claudio Monteverdi   19, 71n7 
Mothers of Invention   5n5 
Mr Frankenstein’s Babies   66n45 
‘Mrs. Caldwell habla con su hijo’   65n41 
Mudgett, Monologues for a Mass Murderer   

63n31 
Gordon Mumma   9 
Murderer, Hope of Women [Mörder, Hoffnung 

der Frauen]   24n33 
Musica Elettronica Viva 9 
Music from – On Being Invisible II (Hypatia 

Speaks to Jefferson in a dream)   60n28 
Robert Musil   65n40 
Kathleen Myers   76n19 
 
Nadir & Zenit   188–189 
Native Tongue   206n1, 230 
Jon Christopher Nelson   76n19 
Max Neuhaus   9 
Kristin Norderval   73n12, 189, 217 
 
Ode to the South–Facing Form   64n33 
Pauline Oliveros   86n36, 88n45, 147n11, 155, 

210–211 
Justice Olsson   65n41 
Orfeo   179–180 
Orillas   65n40 
‘Orillas’   65n40 
John Oswald   198, 204n76 
Ovid   95–98 
 
Pagan Circus   65n38 
Pamela Z   189, 217 
Parallel cases from under the peartree   73n13 
Åke Parmerud   65n38 
Maggi Payne   64n33, 64n36 
Sarah Peebles   224 
Phaedre   65n40 
Philomel   24, 44, 92, 93–102, 237 
Phonemena   75, 95, 99n11 
Claire Piché   224 
Pierrot Lunaire   59n26 
Plato   65n40, 127 
Sybren Polet   188 
Eduardo Polonio   65n40 
Zoltan Pongracz   71 
Powers of Two: The Artist   61n29 
Jannie Pranger   73n13, 215, 220 
Elvis Presley   198n66 
 
…Que me hiciste mal…   65, 149n15 
 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Index 
 

279 

Radiohead   150n18, 150n19, 154n27 
James Randall   24, 63n31 
Steve Reich   211 
Roger Reynolds   63 
Terry Riley   211 
Jean–Claude Risset   59n24, 65n38, 73–74, 

76n19, 237 
Klaus Röder   66n45 
Neil B. Rolnick   59, 64n33, 76n19 
David Roosenboom   60n28 
Roxy Music   5n5 
Eugeniusz Rudnik   65n38, 66n43 
Todd Rundgren   5n5 
 
Arthur Sauer   73n13 
Alain Savouret   63 
Pierre Schaeffer   10–11, 37n50, 155 
Bert Schierbeek   65n41 
Dieter Schnebel   217 
Arnold Schönberg   19, 59n26 
Robert Schumann   28 
Kurt Schwitters   138n33, 217 
Scratch Orchestra   9 
Scritto   63n31 
Sequenza III   130n24, 138, 147n9 
Judith Shatin   64n37 
S’I fosse foco   149n15 
Elzbieta Sikora   70 
Six Fantasies on a Poem by Thomas Campion   

155, 158 
Paula Skolnick–Virizlay   219n24 
Laetitia Sonami   219 
Songlines   65n38 
Sound Paintings   87, 189–190 
Kerstin Ståhl   103n17, 111n24 
Stories from the Nerve Bible   192–193 
Karlheinz Stockhausen   7n12, 9, 10, 37, 139, 

211 
Mark Strand   149–150 
August Strindberg   65n40 
Morton Subotnick   24n33, 60n28, 86n36, 

147n11 
 
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky   19 
Maria Tegzes   74n14 
Richard Teitelbaum   9 
Tel   66n42 
James Tenney   198n66 
The breaking of the scream   65n41, 66n45, 

86n37, 151–153 
The Double Life of Amphibians   24n33 
The Human Face   195 
‘The Last Dream of the Beast’   24n33 
Thema (Omaggio a Joyce)   44, 121–143, 

147n9, 171, 181, 183–185, 205, 216–217, 
237, 238 

there is a grey thing   149n15 
The Tragedy of the Leaves   149 
The Vanity of Words   63 

They wash their ambassadors in citrus and 
fennel   76n19 

Thou and I   61n29 
Three Asko Pieces   50 
Three Summers Heat   64n37 
Tierra y Sol   64n33 
Moniek Toebosch   215 
Hilde Torgersen    117 
Tragoida / Komoidia   65 
Armando Tranquilino   65 
Tristan und Isolde   70, 211 
Barry Truax   61n29, 155 
Yu–Chung Tseng   64n35 
David Tudor   86n36, 147n11 
 
U2   5n5 
Ulysses   122–126, 128, 132–133,138 
Up!   65n41 
 
Janika Vandervelde   19 
Edgard Varèse   10, 189 
Variations... beyond Pierrot   59n26t 
Jacob ter Veldhuis   73n11 
Mario Verandi   65 
‘Vesti la giubba’   201–203 
Alejandro Viñao   44, 113–119 
Visage   130n24, 147n9, 183–185, 216 
Vision and Prayer   94 
Vocal Chords   59, 76n19 
Lothar Voigtlaender   65n39 
‘Vagorna Sjunga’   65n40 
 
Richard Wagner   178, 211 
Bruno Walter   199–201 
Alicyn Warren   66n46, 147–148n11 
Rodney Waschka II   60 
Wasting   149, 149n15 
Carol Ann Weaver   224 
Lynne Webber   75 
Hildegard Westerkamp   21n32, 190–191, 196, 

209n5 
We, we the waves: an acoustic poem   65n40 
Mark Wingate   64n33, 65n39 
Trevor Wishart   88 
With Love   219–220 
Woman and House   228 
Stevie Wonder   5n5 
 
Iannis Xenakis   10 
 
Yes   5n5 
You did me wrong...Que me hiciste mal...   

149n15 
Ys   65n39 
 
Daniel Zimbaldo   65n41 
Wilhelm Zobl   65n39, 66n44, 86n35, 147–148 
Ellen Taaffe Zwilich   210n7 
 



 
Hannah Bosma – The Electronic Cry (2013) 

Samenvatting 
 

280 

DE ELEKTRONISCHE SCHREEUW 
 

STEM EN GENDER IN ELEKTRO-AKOESTISCHE MUZIEK 
 

 

SAMENVATTING 
 

 

Elektro-akoestische muziek is als het ware een laboratorium, niet alleen voor 

muziektechnologische maar ook voor muzikale ontwikkelingen. Hoe is het in deze 

avant-garde muziek gesteld met het gebruik van de stem in relatie tot sekseverschillen 

(gender)? Ter inspiratie heb ik voor dit onderzoek mijn licht opgestoken bij allerlei 

aanverwante onderzoeksgebieden, zoals feministische muziekwetenschap, gender-en-

technologiestudies, vrouwenstudies, culturele analyse en filmstudies.  

 Ik richt mij met dit onderzoek vooral op dat wat er in en rondom de muziek te 

horen en te zien is: de muziek zelf, de stemmen, geluiden en eventuele teksten in de 

muziek, podiumpresentatie, programmatoelichtingen, cd-boekjes, etcetera. Mijn  

bronnen zijn voornamelijk cd’s, live-uitvoeringen, partituren en teksten over de 

muziek. 

 De-centralisatie van de auteur is een belangrijk aspect van mijn benadering. 

Dit loopt als een rode draad door het proefschrift en wordt verder uitgewerkt in 

Hoofdstuk VII. Uitgangspunt is het begrip ‘de dood van de auteur’ zoals naar voren 

gebracht door Roland Barthes en later verder ontwikkeld in onder andere 

literatuurwetenschap en feministische muziekwetenschap. Echter, juist wat betreft 

feministische muziekwetenschap èn hedendaagse muziek, beschouw ik een simpel 

negeren van de componist als problematisch. Ik vind het zinvoller om de positie van 

de auteur te analyseren, maar ook om de focus te verschuiven naar andere 

subjectposities, zoals de vocalist en de luisteraar. 

 In Hoofdstuk I geef ik een theoretische achtergrond. In elk volgend hoofdstuk 

werk ik een ander thema uit: in Hoofdstuk II, seksepatronen; in Hoofdstuk III, 
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lichamelijkheid; in Hoofdstuk IV, het vocale personage; in Hoofdstuk V, de 

vrouwenstem in Berio’s Thema (Omaggio a Joyce); in Hoofdstuk VI, bewerkte 

opgenomen stemmen en de positie van de luisteraar; in Hoofdstuk VII, de auteur en de 

vocalist-als-auteur; in Hoofdstuk VIII, écriture féminine musicale. Tot slot volgt de 

Conclusie. 

 In Hoofdstuk I komen achtereenvolgens aan de orde: de definitie van 

elektroakoestische muziek en het discours waarin dit genre is ingebed; de verschillende 

benaderingen van de feministische muziekwetenschap; en de benadering van de 

dialogische cultureel-muzikale analyse. Het dominante discours van en over elektro-

akoestische muziek wordt wel beschouwd als masculien. Ik betoog dat een overdreven 

nadruk op formalisme, objectivisme en technologie als een fetisj kan functioneren.  

 In Hoofdstuk II zijn een groot aantal elektroakoestische composities onderzocht 

voor wat betreft de sekse van de componist, de sekse van de vocalist, de sekse van de 

stemmen, en het al dan niet talige karakter van de stemgeluiden. Ik heb een aantal 

duidelijke gender-patronen ontdekt bij deze composities. De componisten zijn veel vaker 

man dan vrouw, terwijl vrouwen vooral vertegenwoordigd zijn als vocalist, hetzij bij de 

uitvoering op een concertpodium, hetzij in een studio tijdens het productieproces. Er zijn 

veel composities voor vrouwelijke vocalist en tape of elektronica, met de vocale partij in 

een hedendaagse Westers-klassieke zangstijl met veel hoge noten en een groot aandeel 

non-verbale zang; er zijn vrijwel geen composities voor mannelijke zanger en 

tape/elektronica. (Ik ga nog verder in op het gebruik van vooraf opgenomen stemmen, 

daarbij is dit patroon genuanceerder.) Dit gender-patroon vertoont gelijkenis met een 

algemeen, stereotiep gender-patroon waarbij de vrouw geassocieerd wordt met lichaam, 

vertoning, traditie, niet-talig stemgeluid en zang, en de man met technologie, innovatie, 

taal en autoriteit; ofwel: de man met ‘geest’ en de vrouw met  ‘lichaam’. 

 In de volgende hoofdstukken dienen deze patronen als referentiekader bij de 

analyse van individuele composities. Het veelvoorkomende, archetypische duo 

mannelijke componist – vrouwelijke vocalist wordt in de volgende hoofdstukken 

vanuit verschillende perspectieven beschouwd. Hoofdstuk III onderzoekt hoe het 

gesteld staat met lichamelijkheid en macht met betrekking tot de live zingende 

vocalist. Geïnspireerd door Judith Butlers verhandeling over macht, betoog ik dat 

vrouwelijke vocalisten macht verwerven door zich te onderwerpen aan sociaal-

muzikale conventies. Er zijn echter ook mogelijkheden tot verandering. Met behulp 
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van elektronische muziektechnologie veranderen sommige vocalisten de gangbare 

muzikale-vocale praktijken en conventies, en combineren of veranderen de rollen van 

vocalist en componist. 

 In Hoofdstuk IV richt ik mij niet op de vrouwelijke vocalist, maar op het 

vrouwelijke personage in elektro-vocale muziek. Ik reageer op de ideeën van Edward 

Cone, die de echte componist (auteur) buiten beschouwing laat maar wel groot belang 

toekent aan de metaforische ‘stem van de componist’, die een constructie is van de 

luisteraar vanuit de compositie. Ik stel voor om niet de aandacht te richten op de 

(mannelijke) ‘stem van de componist’, maar op het (vrouwelijke) vocale personage. 

Dit doe ik met analyses van Milton Babbitt – Philomel, Lars-Gunnar Bodin – Anima en 

Alejandro Viñao – Hildegard’s Dream. Ik betwist Cones standpunt dat elektronische 

tapemuziek een directe, unitaire representatie van de ‘stem van de componist’ is. De 

betreffende tape partijen zijn vaak heterogeen. Soms versmelten de vocale partij en de 

tape-partij; soms lijkt de tape-partij deel te worden van de vocale partij, of andersom. 

Deze composities staan in het teken van identiteit en transformatie. 

 In Hoofdstuk V bespreek ik hoe de opgenomen stem en de invloed van Cathy 

Berberian genegeerd zijn in een essay van componist Luciano Berio over zijn 

compositie Thema (Omaggio a Joyce), en in veel andere besprekingen en analyses 

van deze compositie, die veelal gebaseerd zijn op dit essay van de componist. Ik ga 

daarentegen in mijn analyse van Thema (Omaggio a Joyce) uit van Berberians 

vocaliteit. Met studies van onder andere Derek Attridge en Iván Fónagy betoog ik dat 

een dergelijke stemproductie geen passieve of neutrale aangelegenheid is, maar een 

creatieve praktijk. Daarbij reageer ik onder meer op Adriana Cavarero’s filosofische 

verhandeling over de stem. Compositie en stem, taal en klank, zijn vervlochten. 

 Hoofdstuk VI handelt over vooraf opgenomen en bewerkte mannen- en 

vrouwenstemmen die niet voldoen aan de stereotypen. In opera en film worden 

gewoonlijk verlies en onmacht, onverdragelijk voor het mannelijke subject, op 

‘schreeuwende’ vrouwelijke personages geprojecteerd. Maar in de hier besproken 

tape-composities klinken juist melancholieke mannenstemmen. Ook een tape-

compositie met een vrouwenstem, Paul Lansky’s as it grew dark, problematiseert die 

stereotiepe projectie van onmacht op vrouwelijke personae. Dergelijke akoesmatische 

muziek nodigt uit om te reflecteren op de positie van de luisteraar. 
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 Hoofdstuk VII begint met een theoretische verhandeling over auteurschap in 

relatie tot zangstemmen. Ik verwijs hierbij naar discussies in de (feministische) 

muziekwetenschap, literatuurwetenschap, filmstudies, gender-en-technologiestudies en 

rechtsgeleerdheid. Waarom beschouwt men alleen de componist, en niet de vocalist, als 

een auteur? Door het opnemen van geluid en beeld kan een eenmalige performance 

veranderen in een blijvende, gezaghebbende ‘tekst’. Ik betoog dat je daardoor vocaliteit 

kunt gaan beschouwen als écriture (waarbij ik dit begrip van de Franse filosoof 

Jacques Derrida vrij interpreteer). Als tekst volgens Barthes de ‘dood van de Auteur’ 

implicieert, dan kan zulke vocale écriture de ‘dood van de vocalist’ met zich 

meebrengen: de opgenomen stem kan de wijde wereld ingaan en worden 

geherinterpreteerd, gerecontextualiseerd, vervormd en veranderd. Ik betoog dat zo’n 

‘dood’ een inherent risico is dat de vocalist (net als de auteur/componist) moet nemen 

om een rol te spelen in de cultuur. Bovendien zou de geluidsopnametechnologie 

potentieel de rolverdeling mannelijke auteur-componist en vrouwelijke uitvoerende-

vocalist kunnen veranderen. Maar ik pleit niet voor technologisch determinisme. Ik 

bespreek verschillende composities met opgenomen vrouwenstemmen die elk een 

andere relatie tussen compositie en vocalisatie tonen. De opgenomen vrouwenstem 

kan in composities diverse functies toebedeeld krijgen. Bijvoorbeeld in de 

tapecomposities van Luciano Berio/Cathy Berberian, Larry Austins La Barbara: The 

Name, The Sounds, The Music en in Joan La Barbara’s eigen composities als composer-

performer heeft de vrouwenstem uiteenlopende posities als muzikaal materiaal, object, 

creatieve partner of auteur. Bovendien vind ik in mijn analyses van de 

‘plunderphonic’ composities Christian Marclay – Maria Callas, Gilius van Bergeijk – 

Een Lied van Schijn en Weezen en Charles Dodge – Any Resemblance is Purely 

Coincidental aanzienlijke verschillen in de behandeling van de ‘gestolen’ stemgeluiden: 

als specifieke vocaliteit, als passief materiaal, of als vocaal personage. 

 Hoofdstuk VIII focust op een theoretische kwestie die betrekking heeft op 

vrouwelijke componisten: écriture féminine musicale. Hoe verhoudt zich de zoektocht 

naar muziek van vrouwelijke componisten en naar een vrouwelijke stijl tot de de-

centralisatie van de auteur? Ik bespreek verschillende theoretische verhandelingen 

over de mogelijkheid van een vrouwelijke muzikale stijl en vergelijk deze met 

elektro-vocale composities van vrouwelijke componisten.  In tegenstelling tot het idee 

dat écriture féminine musicale non-verbaal en pre-linguistisch zou zijn, vind ik juist 
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dat tekst en technologie belangrijke elementen zijn in het werk van veel vrouwelijke 

composer-performers. Ik concludeer dat deze werken niet stereotiep feminien zijn en 

geen specifiek vrouwelijke stijl vertegenwoordigen, maar juist gender-rollen 

combineren en overstijgen. De vrouwelijke vocalist-componisten combineren de 

typisch vrouwelijke culturele praktijken zang en performance met masculiene 

aandachtsgebieden zoals avant-garde, auteurschap, compositie, tekst, taal en verhalen, 

en technologie, en verwijzen daarbij vaak expliciet naar vrouwelijke zaken en 

feministische kwesties. Bovendien kan de traditionele notie van auteurschap aangetast 

worden door de voorkeur van deze vrouwen voor interdisciplinariteit en 

samenwerking. Met elektro-akoestische muziek combineren deze vrouwen niet alleen 

verschillende muzikale rollen, met verschillende gender-associaties, maar ook 

verschillende media, disciplines en genres. 

 Elektro-akoestische muziek wordt beschouwd als vernieuwend, experimenteel 

of avant-garde; maar zijn er naast de technologische en muzikale innovaties ook 

vernieuwingen wat betreft muzikale sekse-stereotypen en gender-rollen? Het 

antwoord is: ‘ja en nee’. Nee, in sommige opzichten blijkt elektro-akoestische muziek 

verbazingwekkend conservatief, gezien de veelvoorkomende stereotiepe combinatie 

van een hoog zingende sopraan met door een mannelijke componist bediende 

elektronica. Ja, het gebruik van elektronica kan ook gepaard gaan met verschuivingen 

en veranderingen van de gebruikelijke gender-patronen. De stereotiepe muzikale 

gender-rollen komen meer voor bij muziek die bestemd is voor min of meer 

traditionele concerten. Veranderde muzikale gender-rollen komen vooral voor 

wanneer het gebruik van muziektechnologie gepaard gaat met ontologische en 

institutionele muzikale veranderingen, bijvoorbeeld veranderingen in de rollen van de 

auteur/componist, uitvoerenden en andere scheppers en producenten, het verlaten van 

het concertpodium, de partituur en het begrip ‘muzikaal werk’, en interdisciplinaire 

werkwijzen. 


