Landscape/Music

Abstract

British composer James Weeks discusses the evolution of visuality in his work, from emulation of the
abstract painting of Antoni Tapies to more recent, ecologically-oriented scores. The entanglement of
our sensory stimuli leads to a fundamentally multimodal experience of space and landscape,
explored in Weeks’ work through engagement with the art of the Dutch Golden Age (Schilderkonst,
2003-4), and later in ecologically-themed installation pieces including Bee Haven (2017). The
development of multimodal ecological paradigms is of primary importance to our future art, o
commitment to which Weeks’ most recent scores, including Weatherworld Quartets (2022-3), aim to

speak.
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As we move through the world our senses are at every moment entangled. | hear a sound, but | am
also looking around the space in which it resonates, feeling and smelling the air through which its
wave vibrates, touching the surfaces off which it bounces. I am fully there, with the sound, in my
body and with all my senses, in that place and in that moment. And because of this, how can we say

that the sonic imagination is purely sonic, or the visual imagination purely visual?
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| understood this early on. Since Kandinsky, Klee and Schoenberg, composers have been attuned to
the multimodality of experience through developments in visual art — particularly painting, whose
canvas can seem analogous to time in music, as the ground on which the epistemologies of our
respective media play out. It was this analogy, filtered through his experience of Abstract
Expressionist art, that seduced Feldman into redefining the temporality of his music as a kind of
space’; in the curriculum of today’s composers his work often acts as a gateway, opening up
profound questions of time and of musical material — in other words, of medium itself — for minds

weaned on the inherited linguistic models of music.

! Feldman, Morton. “Between categories”, Contemporary Music Review, 2:2 (1988), 1-5
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ecological and anthropological theory and phenomenological philosophy. Most of these pieces
begin, as previously, with the image of a space. The experience of this space, or landscape, is
multisensory: it has visual and auditory but also haptic identity. It has height, depth, distance, light,
colour and sound but also temperature on the skin, wind, material textures on the hand, face or
feet. To begin work | need to feel all of this, to understand its relationship to the music into which all

these diverse stimuli will be sublimated.

The first work to address this directly was an hour-long piece for violin solo, winafell (2017), written
for the Canadian violinist Mira Benjamin. | had an image of the violin surrounded by space and open
air: on top of a hill, high-up and remote, played only by the wind. On this ‘wind fell’ the breeze
moves over the instrument’s surfaces, sets the open strings in motion; leaves brush across the
strings as the wind catches them: a sounding-out of the instrument, its body and materials, by the
natural environment in which it rests. The presence of the human performer brings other dynamics
into play — between player and instrument, and between humanity and the world which surrounds
and permeates us and ‘in whose flesh we live’, as Merleau-Ponty says. In the second half of the
piece the violinist sings and plays simultaneously, binding herself to the violin —and by extension the
natural environment which it articulates and which articulates it — through her voice as well as

through the action of her hands.

In this act of binding-together, | see winafell as pointing towards an ‘ecological music’ — that is, one
which tries to place its inherent human-ness within the larger ecosystem of the world, albeit in a

symbolic way. The American composer John Luther Adams has written that

‘The great learning of our time is of the endlessly complex and subtle interrelationships between
places and organisms, between everything in nature from the subatomic to the cosmic. With
characteristically radical elegance John Cage defined music as “sounds heard”. The idea that music
depends on sound and listening might seem as seif-evident as the idea that we are an inseparable
part of nature. But both these simple truths challenge us to practice ecological awareness in our

individual and our collective lives.”

5 Adams, John Luther. The Place Where You Go to Listen: In Search of an Ecology of Music. Middletown:
Wesleyan University Press (2012), 9-10



Adams parses his statement in terms of sound only, inviting us to consider the music we make as
part of a larger ecology of sound and listening. But | would go further, for sound is only ever part of
the complete sensorium, inseparable from the other senses in the way the world reaches and
interpenetrates us, and in making music we are also concerned with the visual and haptic at the very
least, from the sources of imagination of the musical material itself to the act of writing-down on
paper and to the complex, multimodal acts of performance and listening. In a recent installation, The
wind is its blowing (2021), titled after a line in anthropologist Tim Ingold’s essay “Earth, Sky, Wind,
and Weather”, participants assemble in an outdoor space and arrange themselves in a grid, like
turbines in a wind farm. They perform actions including breathing; softly vocalising the rise-and-fall
of the wind as they feel it on their faces and hear it in their ears (I call this ‘wind-tracing’); and
describing slow circles with their arms. The intention is clear: by listening, feeling and seeing,
participants are brought into an awareness of the profoundly immersed relationship with the world

described by Ingold in his article, which draws heavily on the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty:

To inhabit the open is...to be immersed in the fluxes of the medium, in the incessant movements of
wind and weather. Life is borne on these fluxes which, felt rather than touched, permeate the
inhabitant’s entire being. In this weather-world there is no distinct surface separating earth and sky.
Life is rather lived in a zone in which substance and medium are brought together in the constitution

of beings which, in their activity, bind the weather-world into the textures of the land...

...To feel the wind and breathe the air is...to ride on the wave of the world’s ongoing formation — to

be forever present at the ‘continued birth’, as Merleau-Ponty called it, of both persons and things.®

The wind is its blowing is something of an outlier in my work in the literal contact it makes with the
‘world outside’; in the subsequent Weatherworld Quartets (2022-3) | explore the same subject-
matter within a set of six string quartets intended for the concert hall: a large-scale landscape across
six panels. Here the sounds and feel of rain and wind are pervasive, and inseparable too from our
visual experience of them: the patterning of droplets on leaves or a window-pane, the movement of

tree branches in the wind.

To return to van Goyen, the notion of landscape is crucial here: its etymology, convoluted from

Middle English and Dutch, implies a ‘tract or region of land’; thus, when adopted by the Golden Age

5 Ingold, Tim. “Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological institute, 2007, Vol.13,
Wind, Life, Health: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives (2007), S19-538



Dutch painters, ‘such part of the land that can be encompassed in one single view’. There is no
landscape without a viewer — or, | would add, a listener, feeler, taster, smeller, embodier; it is this
enlarged conception of a landscape that lies at the heart of my attempt to achieve an ecological

music.

Just as any visual landscape would have to be sketched, if not painted, en plein air, my ecological
music necessarily originates outdoors, and in this attempt | feel a strong kinship with the Scottish
writer Nan Shepherd, whose classic of nature writing, The Living Mountain (1977), is an account of
her years of walking in the Cairngorms. Her writing has been described as a kind of informal
phenomenology: she observes her environment with crystalline precision — its weathers, terrains,
animals, birds, plants —and explores minutely its effect on her as she traverses it. By the close of the

book she has identified herself completely within the mountain world:

I have walked out of the body and into the mountain. | am a manifestation of its total life, as is the

starry saxifrage or the white-winged ptarmigan.”

This is very close to Merleau-Ponty, devotee of Cézanne, when he says

As | contemplate the blue of the sky, | am not set over it as an acosmic subject;...Rather, | abandon
myseif to it, | plunge into this mystery, and it “thinks itseif in me.” | am this sky that gathers together,

composes itself, and begins to exist for itseif, my consciousness is saturated with this limitless blue .

My response to Shepherd came in the form of a fifty-five-minute work for voice, piano and tape,
Plain Air (2021), which focuses on the multimodal way Shepherd experiences the mountain, through
meticulous attention to the interactions of weather and light on how the mountain appears, to the
sounds of birds and water, the feel of plants and rocks against her skin, and the smell and taste of
flowers and berries. The singer alternates recitations of Shepherd’s text with free vocalise; the piano
and tape parts combine to create the space of the mountains, with slow-moving drones outlining a
sense of sky and horizon, and trembling or repetitive figures on the piano analogous to changes in

light or air-texture in the mountain world.

7 Shepherd, Nan. The Living Mountain. Edinburgh: Canongate Books (2011) 106

& Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Phenomenology of Perception. London: Routledge (2012) 260



kR

So there is landscape, but there is also room for intimacy in the new age of ecological art. We see,
hear and especially touch in close-up as well as across distance. Nan Shepherd gazes across the
Cairngorm plateau but she is equally attentive to the ‘teasing of gossamers, the delicate tickle of a
caterpillar, the scratchiness of lichen...’ These are the sensations closest and most intimate to our
body, just as the infinite tenderness of a pianissimo flautando violin bowstroke heightens the
sensory awareness of performer and listener alike. And an analogy between the textures and
movements of foliage and the movements of bows and fingers across strings and of breath through

wind instruments has given rise to a further exploration in my recent music.

In winafell, the violinist imitates the brushing of leaves across the surface of the instrument; in the
string quartet Leafleoht (‘Leaf-light’, 2018) the imitation of foliage under different conditions of light
and air becomes the subject-matter of the work. But | searched for a way to find a closer connection
between plant materials and instrumental music, and in weedweaver (2021) | took the first steps
towards this. This piece, written for Prague Quiet Music Collective, asks the four players —any two
string instruments, a guitar and a bass clarinet — to find ways to play their instruments with weeds:
that is, any plant they might designate as such. Guitarists and string players twine weeds among the
strings or brush them across other resonant surfaces; the clarinettist passes them across an
airstream. The music is organised so as to accommodate the high degree of fragility of the plant
materials, and the result is — like weeds themselves — messy, unpredictable, entangled and various.
Further experimentation for the solo cello work among the mycelia (2022) has revealed the subtlety
to be achieved from using fern pinnae as a bow. In works such as these | attempt to direct attention
to parts of our world-experience closest to the eye and touch and thus often overlooked, as Diirer

does in his own weed-assemblage painting, ‘Great Piece of Turf’ (1503).

Music is, and always has been, multimodal and multisensory. It was never just about sound, either in
creation, performance or reception, any more than human beings take in the world piecemeal, one
sense at a time. Radical art, music and philosophy of the twentieth century pointed the way back
towards an understanding of our holistic sensory indwelling in the world; but it is the work of our
present age to integrate these fully into an art that reflects and sustains the ecological imperative
that will define our future on this planet: to find a way to live again within, and not apart from,

nature.
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