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The Discovery of Body
—— A New Concept of Musical Notation in the Works of Kurtag,
Ferneyhough, and Harada ——

CHONG HUEY CHING

Abstract

The objective of this research is to discover composers’ musical intentions in relation to a
performer’s body in new music. This discovery will be realised by examining the new concept of
notating music with a focus on the inner situation of a performer’s body during the act of
performing. In order to achieve this objective, the argument focusses on the selected works of
Kurtag, Ferneyhough, and Harada, where their compositional concepts are related to the inner

situation of a performer’s body during performance. These works are shown below:

1. Gyorgy Kurtag — Jatékok (Games) for Piano, Volume I (1973)
2. Brian Ferneyhough — Unity Capsule for Flute Solo (1975-6)
3. Keiko Harada — Four Hands for a Grand Piano (2010), First Movement

In Chapter One, the outlook of notations, the hidden meaning of notations, the abstract and
physiological physicality during the act of performing, as well as the non-theatrical intention of
gestural indications in notations of the selected three works are introduced. These details, which
were found in the notations — either they are hidden or not — provide us with many important hints to
discover the composers’ musical intentions in relation to the inner situation of a performer. The
theoretical framework is formed based on the above-mentioned details.

Here, physiological physicality refers to the gesture of a performer that is observable
externally, while abstract physicality refers to the inner situation of the body that is not observable
from the outside. Although they are contrasting ideas, they are not necessarily against or separated
from each other. In addition, “physicality” in this research focuses on the act of performing based on
the musical intentions of composers.

In Chapter Two, the discussion focuses on Kurtadg’s Jatékok. The outlook of this work leaves
an impression of indeterminacy that provides much space for performers to make trials with gesture
in relation to sonority. Moreover, Kurtag extended the function of the existing notation, the dotted
curve notation, in order to adopt his original musical intentions. By unfolding the hidden meaning of
dotted curve notation in this work, we discover that the notation of Kurtag functions as a “puzzle”
for pianists at all levels (from beginner to advanced level) to configure their bodies as performers
based on the nature of body movements and its relation to the act of performing. As a result, this
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work guides performers at all levels to discover the essentiality of body-performance relationship.

On the other hand, the discussion of Chapter Three brings our attention to Ferneyhough’s
Unity Capsule. Here, the discovery of the composer’s musical intentions in relation to a performer’s
body is realised by unfolding the hidden meanings behind the visually complex notation and the
gestural indications. The outlook of this work which is known to be visually complex, places a
performer in a situation that is constantly at the edge of limitation both physically and mentally
during performance. On the other hand, the gestural indications in Unity Capsule do not have a
direct effect on the resulted sonority, but they contribute to the important part of the work, which is
the musical energy the composer intended to have. The visually complex notation and gestural
indications in this work triggered the inner situation of a performer’s body to react. As a result, the
notation of this work functions as a “provocateur” that triggers the body-performance relationship
where the inner energy of a performer is evoked through the reaction to the situation that is
constantly at the edge of limitation both physically and mentally.

In Chapter Four, our discussion focuses on Harada’s Four Hands for a Grand Piano (2010),
First Movement, where the compositional concept based on “visualisation of the inner energy of
performers”. Here, the connection between “ordinary piano sound” and the “others (gesture without
sound, gesture with sound, and voice)” is examined. In addition, the hidden meanings of the “others”
are also examined. This leads to the realisation that the core of the act of performing does not rely
solely on an audible sound but the connection between inner situation of a performer’s body and the
sonority.

In addition, we confirmed that the inner situation of a performer directly affects the
“sonority” produced during performance, and performers can make it “visible” by connecting
gestures with their experiences in performance. The notation of this work visualised the
body-performance relationship that would not be directly observable externally. As a result, the
notation functions as a “projector” that provides the performers with a platform on which to reflect
on their own experience of piano performance in relation to their inner situation during performance
without continuous dependence on the final sound production.

This research demonstrates a variety of the body-performance relationships in new music
notation through the works of Kurtdg, Ferneyhough, and Harada. It also sheds light on the new
horizon in the new concept of musical notation which is related to the inner situation of a
performer’s body during the act of performing. Although the methods of notations are different, the
works of Kurtag, Ferneyhough, and Harada are similar in that they emphasise the inner situation of a
performer during the act of performing rather than only the sound itself. In other words, the process
of the act of performing is the core of the music, while the result (i.e., sonority, silence, etc.) is the
arrival of the confirmation of what happened during the process.

In conclusion, this research brings our awareness to the enormous possibilities inherent in the
body-performance relationship and the notation of abstract physicality in music composition. These
possibilities include creating and notating what is not audible or directly observable but existing as a

necessary connecting factor to create a unique musical energy in music composition. It is hoped that



the findings in this research will achieve the following: first, to inspire composers to explore the
possibilities in music composition based on body-performance relationship; second, to motivate
performers to view the method of notations from a different perspective; and third, to encourage the

audience to begin to “hear” beyond “sound” in music.
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