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Subotnick, an innovative ear opener
by M. Lynn Briand

We’ve all heard the cliche - 
Music is the universal language. 
Just as we've all heard it, we 
have each a different interpreta­
tion of it. Some the messages 
are in the cantankerous drown­
ing of pop, rock and new wave. 
Twentieth Century composers 
fight the incessant battle, but it’s 
a lot of little wars being won in a 
non battle. Haydn and Mozart 
worked within a sense of ‘bal­
ance’: but for Beethoven this 
just did't jive, and the metaphor 
of ‘evolution’ thrived. “Relativity” 
initiated the 20th Century, but 
lately, the concept of, one tone 
being as good as an other, is 
not considered poetic. Thus 
drastic changes occur and lan­
guage becomes unique to each 
composer.

Morton Subotnick was the 
latest guest composer for the 
Innovation Music series last 
Sunday at the Rebecca Cohn 
and during the introductions 
shared his wizened view - 
“wrought of long years in the 
field of electronic music 
throughout North America and 
Europe” - of language compre­
hension and multimedia resour­
ces. Noted as a pioneer in the 
field and an innovator in multi- 
media expression he intertwines 
instrumental compostions with 
various visual and aural medi­
ums, such as film, theatre and 
tape. A native of San Francisco, 
he is a co-founder of the San 
Francisco Actors Workshop and 
a long standing faculty member 
at several universities.

The program was mind bog­
gling. For the new-comer it was 
perhaps, overwhelming; for the 
avid listener is was, without hes­
itation, engrossing, and - 
different.

The major portion of the

chosen work stemmed from 
Subotnick's metaphor of a but­
terfly, which, he says, beginning 
as a caterpillar, "things just are”. 
The coon stage stops the outer 
existance and develops myste­
riously within, into a most beau­
tiful stage, a butterfly - the initial 
theme returns refined and 
perfected.

The opening tape, “A Sky of 
Cloudless Sulphur, “was a 
prime example of the metaphor. 
It was commissioned in 1963. 
Four speakers positioned 
around the Cohn, amplified a 
work which engulphed the 
audience. Seated in darkness, 
the listerer consumed the per­
cussive timbres which grew 
from each other; at times in dia­
logue, at other times in conflict.

Sparce in sound, the cocoon 
stage panned back and forth 
altering in texture and complex­
ity till the (ahem) arrival of the 
butterfly. The music of the 
happy creature had greater con­
tinuity. Mental images could be 
invisioned with the flowing rhy- 
thic intricacies. The symplicity 
of the tongo drum-like sounds 
resonated in closing.
“Play No. 1“ gave the 

audience a good laugh. Subot- 
nick’s ingenuity combined 
player, tape and film, and 
affirmed the work as the most 
humourous piece. Written for 
theatre as a series of four plays, 
Mr. Subotnick used gestures 
expressing the anticipated 
kinetic energy of the music. The 
choreographed score demanded 
the woodwind players, flutist, 
Steve Pederson, oboeist, Mar­
garet Pheby, clarinetist, Gail 
Jebson, bassoonist, Kimbal 
Bird, horn player, Laurie Matia- 
tion and pianist Clari Friesen to 
maintaint faces of stone and 
obscure body movements as the

audience roared in laughter. 
Dressed mockingly in formal 
orchestral apparrel of tucks and 
long black gowns the per­
formers dramatized a musician's

conjured for the audience the 
biblical concepts of sin.)

Concluding the afternoon’s 
performance, the major work of 
the program "Liquid Strata" 
eminated the powerful and 
totally confident playing of pian­
ist Tietje Zonneveld. Based on 
the Laws of Motion, it developed 
in three sections: gentle pendu­
lum
throughout, pulsation and 
finally, the frantic perpetual 
motion stage. Without doubt the

work was a monster. It 
demanded an incredible energy 
drive, a solid technique and 
refined musical comprehension. 
The array of colors varied from 
the inner strings of the grand, 
reverberating ‘normal’ tones, 
contrasting muted sounds, to 
the unique deception of the 
electric piano. Rhythmic intrica­
cies led to total changes in 
mood. It was happy, sad, hum­

concertrated glare into the 
score, (as his nose practically 
rubbed into it), the resentment 
of a performer playing the 
theme, as all eyes drilled bullets 
through the victim, or the hilar­
ious magnification of an over 
zealous performer who sacrifi­
ces his technique for a “flashy" 
performance

as a tick perpetuated
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so brillantly 

interperated by Claire Friesen. 
In actuality, the music itself was 
incomprehensible - saved only 
by the combination of theatrical 
delivery, and an aged hissing 
tape and film.

In the second half of the pro­
gram the audience was sadly 
reminded of the metaphor of a 
butterfly. The “ghost" metaphor 
was then introduced.
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This mind blowing “Butterfly 
1” left but a strange, inquisical 
taste lingering. The visuals, two 
non coordinating films of parts 
of the body, and the light score, 
controlled by the synthesizer, 
seemingly closed in on the lis­
tener. Slowly the audience 
started to applaud - stunned.

"Life History 2”, written in 
1977 was the first glimpse of the 
ghost. The hardware was sim­
ple, yet effective. Basically via 
amplifiers, panning frequency 
pitch, and amplitude controls, 
the acoustics were altered. It 
became the performer who 
manifested the sound from 
those prerecored on tape.

The fine performance by Gail 
Jebson, clarinetist, and Steve 
Tittle, vocalist, revealed a melo­
drama of the soul. Yet, because 
of tape manipulation the typical 
definition of "musicality" was 
lost. (Both structure and lyrics
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1717 BARRINGTON ST., HALIFAX
(Across from St. Paul's Church)

Sleepy’s Suggestions
1

M.S.L.
Sansui 40 watt per channel 
AM-FM Receiver with memory tuningStudent Discount Coupon $599.95

PLAZA EUROPA Mitsubishi DP-EC8 Automatic 
Electronic Turntable Unit ___ $399.95

Bose 301 Speakers $549.00

PIZZERIA
LASAGNA . SPAGHETTI . PIZZA

TRIED THE REST... 
NOW TRY THE BEST

TOTAL M.S.L. $1548.90
ADC Cartridge Included

SLEEPY’S SPECIAL

$1149.90
2

Pepperoni. Salami, Hamburger, 

Onion, Mushroom, Bacon, 

Olives, Green Peppers, 

Smoked Meat

M.S.L.
Aurex (by Toshiba) 25 watt per channel 
Receiver with Tape Monitor ________ $359.95

Sansui FRD-35 Direct Drive 
Turntable with cartridge__ $349.95OPEN 11:30 A M . DAILY
2 Aura-Audio 3-way Air 
Suspension Speakers _453-4248 $299.95

TOTAL M.S.L. $1009.85

SLEEPY’S SPECIAL6021 LADY HAMMOND RD.
(CORNER OF ROBIE & LADY HAMMOND) $624.95

Student Discount Coupon

$1.00 OFF - If You Pick Up 
500 OFF - If We Deliver 5deepy’s

1717 Barrington St. 

DELIVERY AVAILABLE


