John Cage Song Books
Performers:  Jacqueline Bobak, Paul Berkolds
Electronics:  Mark Bobak
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Vir2Ual Cage

In 2006 we began working on an innovative interpretation of John Cage’s musical/theatrical composition Song Books: a cumulative archive of multiple realizations of all ninety “songs” recorded by different performers in various contexts, infinitely combinable in the spirit of Cage’s chance operations.  To hear/see a particular performance, a listener/viewer will select a duration and possibly a few other parameters, then instantiate a computer program that will generate a unique rendition streaming on the web.  Artists from around the world—musicians, actors, dancers, animators, video artists, and others—will be invited to add performances to the archive, continually expanding it over many years and building upon the implications of Cage’s work using modern technology.  En route to the eventual web-based format, scheduled for premiere in 2012, other presentations will continue to include live performances and installations in the US and abroad.

________________________________________________________________________________

John Cage:  Song Books

Song Books is a rich collection of ninety musical and theatrical pieces that encompasses most of John Cage’s manifold compositional techniques up to the time of its creation in 1970.  Some of the “songs,” all titled “solo for voice,” feature singing.  But many others call for no vocalization at all, instead giving instructions for various actions—preparing food, eating, drinking, writing—or for constructing pieces based on random arrangements of words or numbers.  Some solos are to be performed with mostly unspecified electronics, and each is labeled as either relevant or irrelevant to the motif “We connect Satie with Thoreau.”  In some solos, Cage composes “cheap imitations” by retaining the rhythms of a piece by Satie while randomly altering its pitches.  In another, the performer is directed to compose a melodic line by tracing a portrait of Thoreau.  Still other solos call for producing feedback, projecting slides, playing a recording of a forest fire, typing a sentence thirty-eight times on a highly amplified typewriter, or simply entering and leaving the stage.  Song Books is inherently enigmatic and interdisciplinary, blurring boundaries among art forms and raising questions about the nature of performance.
Like many of Cage’s works, Song Books is indeterminate with respect to performance.  Any number of performers must choose a duration for the entire rendition, choose pieces from among the ninety, and choose their order—typically independently, without knowing what the other performers will do.  The score suggests no form, narrative, or dramatic curve.  Moreover, a performance of Song Books may incorporate other compositions that feature indeterminacy.  Such an “open” structure might seem to leave Cage’s work prone to chaos or at least misinterpretation, yet the composer expected it to be prepared with care and discipline, and objected adamantly to improvised renditions or those that unduly emphasized performers’ egos.  The score’s purposeful ambiguity has inspired a wide range of interpretations from the understated and elegant to the spectacular and hilarious.
Tonight’s performance includes theatrical pieces that ask the performer to write, look at something through something else, interpret an “obvious inactivity,” and “accomplish immobility” by singing names of friends or famous people to well-known tunes, repeating an action many times, or taking a nap.  Two solos require showing slides relevant to Thoreau; tonight’s images, chosen randomly by a computer program that also controls other playback and processing, are drawn largely from among the many sketches Thoreau made in his journal, along with photographs of nature in New England.  Thoreau’s journal includes several references to a “telegraph harp” whose strings resonate when vibrated by the wind.  Accordingly, in one of the solos Cage sets a text in which Thoreau describes the mesmerizing effect, accompanied here by a synthetic drone inspired by the characteristics of the acoustic harp.  Today’s performance also includes random excerpts from a recording of Cage himself reading his Mureau, a piece based on randomly-arranged syllables, words, and phrases about sound or music from Thoreau’s journal.

Given its references to Thoreau, Song Books elicits social and political issues both conceptually and practically in performance.  Indeed, a central concern in the piece is one’s relationship to other people.  Cage generally wished performers to “be themselves,” to go about their planned activities as they would in their everyday lives, and not unduly to dominate their environment.  Each solo—and hence each performer—is an independent entity that coexists ideally on an equal footing, not necessarily in terms of volume or space but in theoretical or potential significance.  Yet in many solos, especially those involving theater, performers and their actions may end up in unforeseen contexts, some delightful but others disturbing.  In Song Books as in everyday life, there may be a fine line between coexistence and interference.  As Cage said, “Theater takes place all the time wherever one is, and art simply facilitates persuading one this is the case.”
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Jacqueline Bobak is a mezzo-soprano who performs in a variety of settings from the conventional to the avant-garde, focusing on new and emerging music.  She has appeared on the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s Green Umbrella series, the Monday Evening Concerts at the LA County Museum of Art, the Moravian Autumn Festival and New Music Exposition (Brno, Czech Republic), the York Spring Music Festival (UK), and at REDCAT, the Getty Center, Wagner Hall (Riga, Latvia), The Roxy (Prague), and on numerous conferences and seminars in the US and abroad.  She has performed with the ensembles Xtet, the California EAR Unit, Electric Phoenix, and the CalArts New Century Players, and in several duo concerts with Czech percussionist Dan Dlouhý.  She has premiered works by Wadada Leo Smith, Chinary Ung, Frederic Rzewski, William Brooks, Ivo Medek, and many others, and has recorded for New World and PiVox.  Since 1991 she has taught at the California Institute of the Arts, where she is Associate Dean for Accreditation and Special Projects and Co-Chair of the Voice Program in the Herb Alpert School of Music. 

Paul Berkolds is a baritone who has performed opera, musical theater, oratorio, and solo recitals in the United States, Europe, Australia, Canada, Taiwan, and Mexico.  In recent years he has focused his efforts on new music, premiering works by Edgard Varèse, David Diamond, Ben Johnston, William Brooks, Frank Denyer, Anne LeBaron, David Vayo, Martin Herman, Arnold Sturms, Tālivaldis Ķeniņš, Mark Bobak, and others.  Recently he was heard as the baritone soloist in Iannis Xenakis’ opera Oresteia, as well as performing the world premiere of Ben Johnston’s The Tavern for micro-tuned guitar and baritone.  He has performed on the Other Minds festival in San Francisco, Green Umbrella concert series, Monday Evening concerts, Jacaranda concerts, and numerous times on the MicroFest series in Los Angeles. He studied at the University of Washington and the University of Southern California, where he earned a DMA degree.  He teaches at the Herb Alpert School of Music at the California Institute of the Arts, where he is Co-Coordinator of the Voice Program.

Carmina Escobar is a singer and multimedia artist from Mexico City who has collaborated in many different projects that explore diverse sonorous languages, including medieval music, opera, contemporary music, folk music, electronic music, and experimental works involving interdisciplinary art and multimedia.  As a soloist she has performed concerts of contemporary repertoire for solo voice, premiered works by young composers. and presented her own compositions.  She has appeared in numerous forums and festivals throughout Mexico as well as in the US and Europe, collaborating with artists of various disciplines.  She is an active improviser in solo as well as group contexts, and frequently uses real-time processing of her voice and electronic media.  She currently resides in Los Angeles, and recently completed an MFA degree from the California Institute of the Arts.

William Brooks is a composer, performer, conductor, musicologist, and educator.  He has received composition commissions from the Gulbenkian Foundation, British Arts Council, Kronos Quartet, Cleveland Chamber Symphony, and other organizations, and has been awarded an NEA Composers Fellowship and numerous ASCAP awards.  He has distinguished himself as a composer, tenor, and conductor of vocal and instrumental ensembles throughout the US and UK, including Electric Phoenix and the London Sinfonietta.  He has published numerous chapters, articles, and books on subjects including John Cage, Charles Ives, American musical theater, vocal music, popular music, and musical instruments.  He currently is Professor at the University of York (UK) and also Associate Professor Emeritus at the University of Illinois.  He previously taught at the University of California at both Santa Cruz and San Diego.  He has been a Fulbright-Hays Senior Professor of American Music at the University of Keele (UK), Smithsonian Institution Fellow, Christian A. Johnson Distinguished Professor of Music at Middlebury College, and Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Studies in American Music at Brooklyn College.
Mark Bobak is a composer, sound designer, and educator.  Branching out from an initial path as a jazz pianist, he gravitated toward experimental music and computer-assisted composition, drawing equally on improvisation and calculation in a variety of works for voices, electronic media, and chamber ensembles.  His interests include poetry and language, data sonification, and free jazz, the latter culminating in a leading monograph on pianist Cecil Taylor.  His work has been presented throughout North America and Europe, including at REDCAT in Los Angeles, the University of York (UK), the Academy of Musical Arts in Prague, on Musica Nova festivals and the New Music Exposition in Brno (Czech Republic), at Wagner Hall in Riga (Latvia), and the Festival Espejos Sonoros in Mexico City.  He holds MM and DMA degrees from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and a BM degree magna cum laude from Northern Illinois University, and has taught at the California Institute of the Arts, the California State Universities at Northridge and Long Beach, and Scripps College.

