Mieko Kanno 

The rhetoric of the shadow: a semiotic study of James Clarke’s Isolation

A musical work can tell a story as beautifully as a work of literature can. In music we may not easily grasp the meaning of the story but there is nevertheless a fascination about its semantic potential. The type of narrative such a work expounds can be described as allegorical, because of the ambiguity of its semantic definition. We are free to interpret it in whatever ways we like, but one of the interests in a narrative is the way in which it encodes specific strategies of interpretation for the listener. As long as there is a story there are always characters involved who act as the reader, the narrator, and the author behind the work, regardless of whether they really exist as actual people. This discussion focuses around the role of the reader-listener: its aim is to show that the reader-listener’s contribution is a fundamental element in understanding not only the process of narration but also the work’s aesthetic scheme itself.

James Clarke’s Isolation is a single-movement piece to be played on the violin or viola, lasting about seven minutes. The work can be understood as a narrative with no explicit meanings. The use of a monodic instrument allows the performer to take a position analogous with that of narrator throughout the piece (hereafter I shall use the term ‘narrator’ as a metaphor for the performer specifically in respect of its involvement in the signification of a musical narrative). The materials – narrated events – are varied and outline dramatic contours of ascending and descending, contrasts between fast and slow, active and static. The materials themselves, as strung together by the composer, suffice to engage the listener as a sensually expressive work. But the work also has the power to invite the listener to speculate further regarding the expressive potential of the musical narrative, precisely because the economy and precision with which the material is presented on the surface of the piece does not appear to be the whole story.

Isolation consists of five sections, each one of which is presented on its own sheet of paper. The overall playing order is 1-2-3-4-5-2-4-3-5, thus the second half of the piece repeats all the sections except the first. Each section has a clearly distinguishable character: the first explores the dynamic effects of glissandi; the second contrasts stasis and activity; the third brings to the fore gradual pitch movement over soft and long notes; the fourth develops a violent flux of materials changing at a faster rate and in a larger magnitude in terms of gesture, amplitude, pitch and register; and the fifth presents a series of faster notes. Despite the changes in the playing order in the second half of the piece, the sections are continuous in their material: for example, sections three to five follow each other almost seamlessly. Although the links between sections one and two and sections two and three show definite breaks in the musical flow, this is a result of deliberately disturbed joinery at these points rather than the sections’ overall contrast to one another.

However, the material and its order of appearance in the narrative as described above do not suggest any particular story. The listeners are invited and urged to infer meanings, and to thus create their own stories out of the narrative. We are given the role of causing the text (the material) to reveal its potential multiplicity of connexions. It is this power of the composer to invoke our imagination, an aptitude to produce indefinite referrals of meaning, that fascinates us in Isolation. I suggest that our involvement in this aspect is a vital ingredient of the signifying process of the work. The following discussion attempts to demonstrate the ways in which, in the course of appropriation, the work engages our imagination: in particular how our memory is employed in the work’s expressive mechanism. The piece relates to our memory in two distinct ways as it unfolds its narrative. 
We understand the narrative of many pieces in our own terms by using what we already know from our own past. The materials of the narrative demands a classification by the listener into elements of a story, a process which relies on the basis of our perception: our culture. Although the material and its sequence are perceived at the moment we encounter the work, their meanings can be conjectured only by the act of referring (and comparing) them to our past experience. We cannot understand the material unless it has already been understood in a previous context or has strong links with what we already understand: our knowledge. Although our imagination is infinite in particular dimensions, it cannot function without in some ways referring to what we already know. Thus the work, when introducing something new to us, can challenge us actively in our attempts to transform the material into signified elements - something which we have difficulty in assimilating into our previous understanding of the narrative.

For example, we understand how a contour should behave in order to produce the continuity of a musical line. Based on this understanding, we discern a discontinuity between the end of Isolation’s first section and the beginning of the second. However, this loss of continuity does not also result in the loss of a potential narrative meaning. Discontinuity in a musical narrative asks the listener to form some other meaning for the line, such as a punctuation or the introduction of a new element in its overall structure. Discontinuity can thus bring a spatial dimension to the narrative, which by its nature unfolds in the temporal dimension. From this point of view Clarke introduces the concept of sections as spatialized elements – an idea best represented by the use of one individualized loose sheet of paper per section. But at this point a question arises: what perspective of meaning do we ascribe to the link between the two sections? Is the second a development of the stream, following the first, or is it a juxtaposition of different elements to the first? The performer-narrator may choose to exploit the disjunctive link as the beginning of an entirely new entity (a juxtaposition of different elements), thus bringing a spatial perspective to the fore of the musical narrative. On the other hand, the narrator may prefer to view the contrast between stasis and activity in the second section as an extended vocabulary of the glissandi in the first section, and consider the disjunctive link as a change in the secondary parameter that assists the shift of expressive dimensions between the two sections. This can be achieved by performing the second section with less emphasis on the sliding pitch-movements and more focus on the effect of suspension in terms of dynamic, pitch and phrasing. (See Examples 1 and 2).
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Musical Example 1: James Clarke Isolation, bars 9-14 (the end of page 1)
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Musical Example 2: James Clarke Isolation, bars 15-18 (the beginning of page 2)

Some listeners will, in any case, hear the piece spatially regardless of the intentions of the narrator, because their own imaginations may be directed towards a more spatialized manner of thinking. Both interpretations are possible, because they are based on the given material of the work. This may seem to suggest that one can conjecture any narrative interpretation as long as this interpretation is derived from the actual material. But there are interpretations that cannot be considered as referring to  the narrative. The unknown quantity of the narrative is too often mistaken for a blanket acceptance of our imagination’s dreams.

Although there are no tools with which to critique the referents of the narrative, some suggestions can be made when examining the nature of the material’s expressive potential. The raw materials of sound do not turn into the elements of a story unless they are within the boundary of the expressive possibilities outlined by a given structure. Musical structure defines this boundary, allowing us to formulate criteria for interpretation. We may not know the exact boundaries on the material’s expressive possibilities (due in turn to the limits of our interpretation). But when we observe the expressive characters we encounter in different interpretations of the piece, boundaries are suggested in the form of conditions under which the work can successfully express itself. I consider the most remarkable character of Isolation to be the perceived speed at which different materials follow while the actual speed – the duration of individual gestures and their sequence - is not necessarily fast. The material is structured in such a way that it contributes to the narrative’s intensification of the music’s fleetingness – there is very little slackening of the temporal flow in the piece. Giving primary focus to the velocity of music appears to be the condition for the expressive articulation of Isolation. In other words, whatever interpretation one may choose to entertain must not undermine the strong flow of the music. 

In addition to articulating the difference between expressive possibilities and our limited capacity for understanding them, Isolation explores another way of encountering our memory: within the structure of the work. The second half of the piece repeats sections 2-5, but in a different order; it produces an effect of familiarity that is somehow decisively unfamiliar in the given context. The familiarity and unfamiliarity represent two dimensions in the act of listening: the familiarity comes from remembering the material whilst the unfamiliarity comes from not remembering the difference between the recurring material and what we remember of it.

In order for us to remember an event, our mind requires that the event can be recalled at any given time afterwards. This necessitates the event having a spatialized framework - it must be given a place in the spatial dimension of our mind as part of a panoramic view of our own history. Although such memory is gained within a stream of time, it becomes isolated in our mind and can be examined at leisure. Thus it is not so inexorably tied to that stream. Repetition in music operates on both the temporal and spatial dimensions concurrently: it stimulates our spatial thinking by presenting material twice, at the same time continuing the flow of time. One may ask if such stimulation may reduce the perceptual flow of time. Perhaps that may be part of the reason why, in the case of Isolation, there is one less section in the repetition half of the piece. I suggest that the convergence of spatial and temporal dimensions plays a crucial role in our perception of this second half. In the work’s first half the music progresses with very little repetition of, or ‘lingering on’, the same material, so the perceived velocity (as distinct from the speed in which notes pass) is at its peak at the end of the first half (the end of section five: see Example 3). 
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Musical Example 3: James Clarke Isolation, bars 65-68 (the end of page 5)

Here the velocity is at such a high level that the music can even afford the alteration of its structure by a non-temporal element, even though structure is a vital component in determining the ways we interpret the work. In the work’s second half, it is the score-sheets (rather than the musical material) that determine the structural units. Consequently, our perception of the flow is only just counter-balanced by the spatial scheme at the end of the piece. The flow of the music is far more fundamental than our memory of the character of individual materials or sections, to the extent that it impedes our grasping the restatement of the material – it undermines the quality of our memory. In doing so Clarke promotes difference of context over similitude of text.

The above observations bring out prominently two spheres of activity involved in the signifying process of a narrative: one is the expressive potential outlined by the structure of the piece, and the other is the capacity of our imagination to draw out meanings. The framework of our imagination is not limited, but that of the work’s expressive potential is – because of the concreteness of its material. When these two areas of activity partly overlap the material is then interpreted as ‘signs’ and the narrative can tell ‘stories’. Diverse interpretations, then, are tokens of the infinite variety of overlap between the two areas.

The increase in the variety of interpretation occurs because between these two areas there are forces pulling them in opposite directions: the one pulling towards the work is our fascination for its unknown potential for signification, and the one pulling towards the narrator and listener is our desire to discover as many expressive possibilities of signification as we can within the limits of our capacity for understanding. The larger the range of expressive possibilities in the work, the stronger the force attracting us towards the work; the larger our capacity for understanding, the stronger the force towards us. The very strength of this attractive force allows us to perceive that its expressive potential goes beyond our limits of interpretation. 

James Clarke’s Isolation intrigues us by generating this force of attraction towards itself. But perhaps the most intriguing quality of all is that the piece escapes any semantic definition at any time. Once we discover an interpretation, it no longer means anything. It is like trying to trace the outline of a tree by its shadow: by the time we think we have captured it, the shadow has already moved on. Isolation is structured in such a way that what it seems to represent is actually a representation of something else. It gives us a sense of infinite deferral in our attempts to understand it, and there appears to be a parallel between two kinds of temporal stream in the music – one produced by the economy of the material within the piece and the other by the eloquence of the semantic structure within the aesthetics of the work. The semantic structure plays a game of rhetoric, where meaning attaches itself to the material structure only to be replaced later by another meaning altogether. The work questions our interpretation and by doing so interprets us itself.
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