A TIME MACHINE

A performance work and song cycle for chamber ensemble, computer controller and dancer


Written for the Vermont Contemporary Music Ensemble

Dennis Báthory-Kitsz, May 1990

Premiere Performance of Part One, November 1991

Reprise Performance of Part One, April 1997


PART ONE

Descent of the Particles; A Vigor; A Time Machine (I); Above the Wisdom; Considerations; A Cradle; A Time Machine (II); Your Grand Wretch; Unexplained Arrivals; Covers By; A Time Machine (III); A Flower; Honey & Hops; The Pleasure of Her Diminutive Side; Descent of the Particles (reprise)

A Time Machine is a performance work and song cycle which projects its musical sense back through itself and into its own future. Under the control of singer, dancer, director and chance, A Time Machine reconsiders both the notions of poetry (all computer-generated) and counterpoint (some chance-selected). Snatches of tunes recently heard and yet to be heard are jumbled together in places, whereas strict, composed elegance characterizes other times. The singer interprets the words directly; the instrumentalists interpret the new counterpoint; and the dancer (in a full performance) mediates the total interpretation.

A Time Machine traces its origins to the 1973 Avant-Garde Festival of New York, where I particularly noted four events: random “poetry” generated by a clattering Teletype terminal hooked to a mainframe computer in upstate New York; a dance company all in white, improvising as it weaved through the festival; a clarinettist inviting the audience to join in improvisatory duets and trios; and the festival itself, which took place on classic, passenger railway cars at Grand Central Station. The industrial railroad scene, the mélange of sounds and ideas, the whirling motions and casual randomness, and the incompleteness of it ... all suggested complex visual, aural, technological and compositional possibilities.

A work inspired by this combination (and an ancestor to A Time Machine) was Rando’s Poetic License, an interactive piece premiered at the Washington Project for the Arts in 1978. Electronic and acoustic sounds were played from the stage and from speakers placed in the seats; scavenged televisions displayed poetic texts generated by my computer program; the audience whispered the texts into microphones scattered about, and these were amplified and restated; and the piece shifted and mutated according to the computer text (whose entire vocabulary was contributed by the audience).

Rando, overall, was a failure; so during a long creative hiatus that followed, I revised its computer program to make the poetry more subtle and striking, with a vocabulary increased by contributions from artist and writer friends. Then, while composing an art-song setting of five Rando poems, I came to believe that (despite their source in inanimate silicon microchips) such poems could be musically and humanly treated as living works of art. (As I re-read these notes in 1997, I realize that Rando was, in fact, considerably more successful than my harsh view allowed, acknowledging the technology of the time.)

Over a thousand poems had been created from Rando; I had composed settings for five in A Glass Clown in 1985). From the remainder I chose several for a future compositional opportunity—which came by way of a commission from the Vermont Contemporary Music Ensemble for a performance work on a science-fiction theme. Here at last was the opportunity to create an extended score with computer amanuensis. After frenetic work, A Time Machine was finished on May 7, 1990.

The complete score of A Time Machine incorporates several aspects of technology from old and new times: the human voice (ancient); violin, cello and clarinet (old); electronic keyboards (new via an old model); percussion (ancient); dance (ancient); costuming (new via a medieval route); video (new use via the industrial age); stage props (industrial age ... “1940’s futuristic style—American classic diner trim”, the score reads); lighting (old and new); and computer technology (new). Nothing here obviously departs from the musicotheatrical tradition, except for the unique role of the computer. (From the present viewpoint in 1997, computer-assisted works are no longer unusual.)

The “time machine” reference of the title and the sections is further ambiguous. Of course, it suggests H. G. Wells’s famous novel, and the Hollywood film which brought it to American youngsters (inspiring in me dread and fear with its use of air-raid sirens). More generally, time is past, present and future; also it is tempo, a metronome. Finally, the themes in the performers’ respective menus are extracted from the rest of A Time Machine—meaning either they will have been heard already (a reflection of the past) or are yet to be heard (a foreshadowing of the future). Thus, this is a different kind of time machine, bringing us back to the past and ahead to the future of the work’s musical time-line. Because each performance’s counterpoint is unique, it compresses or stretches the whole of the apparent (emotional or perceptual) time in A Time Machine, and further, it brings unexpected meanings to the themes as they appear in new guises. There are anticipatory expositions and surprising recapitulations. Each performance is fresh, unique: it has no past and no future; it has but one, present existence: the ideal of any time machine, presentness within all times.

I have arranged sixteen of the Rando poems (otherwise untouched and precisely as written and punctuated by the computer program) in a cycle: conception, birth, infancy, childhood, playfulness, adolescence, sensuality, maturity, security, hardening, pain, dementia, sickness, dying, death, and memorial. There is within them an analogy to creation and Armageddon, to creativity and destructiveness, to peace and war.

A Time Machine is the fruition of ideas sown 17 years earlier in the chaos of a festival at New York’s Grand Central Station, and its message is simple and direct: Life invites, grows and departs in a splendor of wildness and beauty.


Texts for 

A TIME MACHINE

1 

A vigor topples any abstract rest


amidst a dawn.

2 

Above the wisdom questions warily its noiseless


birth.

3 

A cradle. 

Consciousness. 

Magically some soul this crisis ... 

For


its wistful beginning.

4 

Your grand wretch or henchmen soils


or cries; but the garden! 

Yes!


within the garland.

5 

Covers by the smiling cavern? water cuddles







and to a magic? 

Because celebrates to the odd jewel


a dry evergreen ... 

Grass my soft


spear—

Haven a mountain.

6 

A flower like yonder concupiscence awfully


forgives and 

Jingles. 

That hearth promotes his extensively supple


ilk into the 

Again elegiac audible


groin.

7 

The pleasure of her diminutive side once more


enfolds 

Regretfully as creates: 

Yes! a


dreaded scream or the tranquil devolved 

Venom by what askance smiling favor;


as your occurrence each 

Elusively delicate


joke dies the quality,

 Each smiling


identity to the 

Inner knowledge, but


mythical change every near core vanishes 

Inspirationally elemental drug to a near


winter—

The aside enchanted expert 

One


redolent coin goes no weakness through


his forbidden 

Broken supplemental sphere. 

Hoary


acquiescence her never precise 

Countenance cries


or neglects and howls eventually as


touches icily 

As well as reaches out the magical


mother of a dubious expanse.

Instructions for performing A Time Machine

A Time Machine is a performance work and song cycle which projects its musical sense back through itself and into its own future. Under the control of singer, dancer, director and computer, A Time Machine reconsiders both the notions of poetry (which is computer-generated) and counterpoint (which is computer-selected). Snatches of tunes recently heard and yet to be heard are jumbled together in places, whereas a strict, composed elegance characterizes at other times. The singer interprets the words directly; the instrumentalists interpret the new counterpoint; the dancer mediates in total interpretation. The setting is high-tech as projected from two generations past, the costuming medieval, the sound rich and complex.

The message of A Time Machine is, however, simple and direct: Life invites, grows and departs in a splendor of wildness and beauty.

Instructions for Performance of A TIME MACHINE

A Time Machine is a ritualistic work; that is, despite its seriousness or humor or other emotional qualities, the work’s performers must act as if in a time bubble, playing for themselves and not the audience. They are in a unique space-time. The performers include  violinist, clarinettist, cellist, two keyboardists, percussionist, singer, dancer, computer controller, and stage personnel.

Instruments should be tuned and music set out and open before performers don their constumes. After the house lights are dimmed (automatically according to a prearranged sequence), costumed performers proceed ritualistically in darkness to their positions on the stage as shown in the drawings. They pick up their instruments and pose in place on their risers, seated before their performance stalks. As shown in the drawings, each stalk contains a music stand, stand light, globe light, video monitor, signal bank and reflecting mirrors.

An arranged signal to the stagehand raises the lights. During the performance, stand lights and globe lights are varied under direction of the control computer, with manual override by the stagehand when required.

The dancer enters the stage as the music begins. Music and dance in all sections are performed as agreed by musicians, dancer and director; lighting follows the approximate indications in the score. Tempos are not flexible.

The “Time Machine” setions are performed under the direction of the control computer. The menu selection for each performer is displayed on the video screen, and the red signal light turns on. If a performer is to rest during a “Time Machine” section, the signal light remains red and the stand light stays dimmed.

For those who are to play, stand lights remain lit. The signal changes to yellow at the double bar of the previous section, holds for two seconds, and flashes once to indicate an upbeat. The next signal flash is green, and all performers begin to play. They follow the beats of the unique green signals on their own performance stalks, which create a complex and unrepeatable contrapuntal section. The performers repeat their menu selections or hold the final note, as shown on the menu.

After 55 seconds of green beats, there are five seconds of yellow beats, during which the peformers draw their sections to a conclusion (either skipping to the final notes or stopping at a reasonable cadence point). They hold the final notes until the red light comes on, which is the cutoff. The video screen goes blank at this time.

Stand lights then light or dim in preparation for the next section, and the signal lights go out.

The performance is concluded in white light, followed by an instantaneous blackout. Performers ritualistically file out in darkness, ignoring applause. A curtain call may be taken when the stage lights are raised.

If this piece is performed as a concert work, “Time Machine” section requirements for unique performances must be respected.

