Curatorial Composing – Video transcript

This is a book about curatorial composing. To be clear, it’s not about curating music so much as it explores the curatorial problematic of how art becomes public, and I explore this through the compositional procedures of late music by John Cage and also in the practice of Heiner Goebbels. To that end, I hope this will be of interest to those familiar with the gallery arts and with curatorial theory as much as to those who are interested in contemporary and experimental music practices.

Curators have emerged in history at moments when faith in traditional value systems has begun to decline precipitously and everything has appeared up for grabs. That was certainly the case for the gallery arts from the late 1960s when artists shifted from the so-called ‘purely visual’ mediums of painting and sculpture to move through conceptual practices and even into musically adjacent forms such as Performance Art and Sound Art.

Within music, this occurred from the 1990s and 2000s in particular, at the point at which the implications that “anything goes” – as John Cage had put it – were becoming clear. That is, the idea that there was one practice of music that was called art – or ‘classical’ – and other practices of music that were not artistic was no longer a credible position to maintain. In the wake of that, there has been a tendency either to double down on the notion of some kind of aesthetic value and perhaps to share it across different practices, so that there is an art of jazz, an art of classical music and so on and so forth. Or it has been to emphasise the social, political and economic concerns of cultural frames. One tends to be emphasised at the cost of the other. Curatorial composing by contrast offers a sophisticated and robust way of bringing the two into dialogue together. It signals a shift from composing musical works to composing musical events.

Cage’s work remains highly contested yet fruitful. I trace his compositional procedures not from Zen Buddhism but from his studies with Arnold Schoenberg to show how methods of composing musical works could extend way beyond ‘music’ as conventionally understood and even include the composition of whole events. But my main focus is on Heiner Goebbels and his direction of the Ruhrtriennale. I focus in particular on his production of Louis Andriessen’s De Materie, reflecting on the potential significance and sensuous mystery of a scene conjured through 100 sheep, a zeppelin, an orchestra, and a choir. To learn more, you’ll have to read the book….

