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ABSTRACT 

 

This research project analyses how an exploration of alternative layouts and 

dynamics in music events, both current and historical, might influence the 

understanding of stage and performance that music practitioners bring to their work. 

If we consider some of our current music performance events and their venues, it is 

evident that many remain permeated by values and aesthetics that respond to social 

realities from the past. With this in mind, this research seeks to offer a series of 

insights for those who are interested in taking a fresh look at their approach to music 

performance events, with the aim of moving toward a practice that is more relevant 

for the culturally fluid and technologically evolving environment in which we currently 

work. 

 

My methodology combines historical and conceptual research with the 

development of a practical model that culminates in a series of experimental events 

in ‘empty space’ venues. Chapter 1 presents a discussion of our understanding of 

stage, beginning with conceptual explorations of related terminology ─ space, place 

and emptiness ─ and moving toward understandings and applications of the notion 

of stage in music-making in various cultures and historical periods. Chapter 2 

introduces the notion of performance in its many layers, beginning with its 

constitutive elements ─ performer, audience and dynamics ─ and moving on to the 

relationship between the physical settings in which music events take place and the 

specific notion of performance connected to them. In Chapter 3 the theoretical output 
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of the previous chapters is then joined with the practical output of a set of case 

studies exploring alternative layouts and dynamics in music performance, the New 

Stages Series. This leads into Chapter 4, where the terms stage and performance 

are revisited, with new potential understandings suggested in light of the theoretical 

and practical work produced in the previous chapters. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

My Professional Background 

 

I once read a sentence by the Japanese designer Kenya Hara that made me 

reflect upon my musical activities and the status quo of our profession: ‘Creative 

questions require no answers’.1 Although the conceptual context of this sentence 

was quite clear ─ in a chapter about silence and emptiness ─ it sparked some 

thoughts about accountability and efficacy in the music performance field. Before I 

started my PhD project at the Royal Academy of Music, I had a period of many years 

of intense creative activity, not only performing as a guitarist around the world but 

also conceiving and producing projects of many sorts, alongside getting involved in 

cross-art projects as guest artist. In general, the aim of these projects was to explore 

a different way of producing and performing so-called ‘classical’ music, through 

many sorts of collaborations between creative professionals. A good example of this 

was a project that I founded in 2011 called WGC – Worldwide Guitar Connections, 

for which I recorded a great number of works written specifically for the WGC, and 

that was produced in three seasons, each following a clear and specific set of 

creative ideas. However, at a certain point around 2015, I started to realize that 

many of the projects I was invited to take part in were not built on a clear concept, or 

simply lacked one at all, resulting in events that were either quite confusing for all 

involved, or that were innovative for innovation’s sake only. I had also started to 

                                                           
1
 Kenya Hara, White (Zurich: Lars Muller, 2010/2018), 60. 
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realize that WGC itself, although preaching innovative approaches to the production 

and consumption of new music for guitar, was still very much connected and 

dependent on what I considered to be outdated ideas about the possibilities and 

expectations of music performance. Although WGC offered me a ‘blank canvas’ to 

explore different possibilities in the classical music field, and was an important first 

step towards joining my passion for theoretical and applied research in music, I 

started to recognise that it did not create enough space to explore music 

performance as deeply as I would like. 

 

Having recognised this in my own work, I started to observe it in many other 

projects in artistic performance, particularly in cities like London, where the artistic 

scene is often defined by its sheer ebullience and its constant display of innovation. 

Without any disrespect to the creative professionals involved, I started to feel that 

working in performance projects that were not built on a clear conceptual ‘framework’ 

running across the whole production process was no longer artistically satisfying to 

me. I also started to feel that many professionals involved in the production of 

performance events in many fields, although committed to ideas of ‘innovation’ and 

‘uniqueness’  were, consciously or not, taking Kenya Hara’s maxim quoted above at 

face value, leading to a sort of artistic unaccountability in which the ‘creativity’ label 

disguised what were in fact projects without clear concepts or distinctive outputs; in 

some cases, these outputs were not nearly as ‘innovative’ as promised in advertising 

materials, particularly in terms of their layouts and the dynamics between performer 

and audience, which usually followed traditional formats.. After such a realization I 

felt the urge to interrogate our approach to events and to learn more about how 

performance events and their associated elements ─ stage, performer and audience, 



 

12 

 

for example ─ had developed across different places, times and cultures. And 

indeed, after only a preliminary investigation I already felt that my initial perceptions 

were at least partially right: many of the events often branded as ‘innovative’ today 

are immersed in much older dynamics and ideas, now simply disguised by new and 

more modern-looking ‘packaging’. 

 

In the 21st century, particularly in cities like London, artistic performance has 

reached a level of approachability and accessibility that is perhaps at its highest 

ever. Performance events take place virtually anytime, anywhere, and sometimes 

without us even realizing that they are actually happening! With the passing of time 

this level of accessibility, although offering a sign of the success of the business and 

its operators, has also tended to push artistic performance from a position of what 

might be described as of special symbolic relevance toward one of ordinary every 

day event. This might not seem immediately apparent, because the kinds of spaces 

in which performance events take place are increasingly varied, programmes are 

ever more inventive, and engagement with the potential of technology continues to 

expand and evolve. However, while these events offer a great array of possibilities in 

terms of the nature and combination of their basic elements, these same elements 

tend to remain familiar and unchanging because of the extent to which they are 

embedded in our cultural life, even when they are the products of social realities that 

either no longer exist or are increasingly losing their relevance in our society.2 Terms 

such as performer, stage, audience, and even performance are thought to be 

thoroughly understood by all and usually taken for granted, and as discussed above, 

performance events, even when branded as ‘innovative’, continue to observe a well-

                                                           
2
 Although some of the social elements that I consider to be formative of artistic performance today will be explored later in this 

thesis, particularly in relation to space and dynamics, a deeper historical and anthropological analysis of such social realities 
are not within the scope of this research. 
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defined set of rules, roles, and expectations that safeguard the continuity of specific 

traditions to which we have come to adhere. In this research project my aim has 

been to reconsider our understanding of two of the most common and salient of 

these terms, stage and performance, in the hope that a better understanding of 

these can help me and my colleagues in the music performance field develop 

projects that are produced with a stronger creative and conceptual control and are 

more in tune with our current societal values. I have approached the task through an 

exploration of the vast array of historical, conceptual, and practical published 

materials on these terms, alongside my own field work, and in a series of events that 

deal with many of the possible variations in the dynamic relationship between 

performers and audience. 

 

The starting hypothesis for the development of this project was that our 

understanding of performance and its related elements is directly connected to the 

traditional layout that evolved from Greek theatre, and that if we were to change this 

layout we would also change our basic understanding of these terms and of 

performance itself. However, as we will see in chapters 2 and 3, an overview of the 

range of what constitutes performance alongside its spaces and places 

demonstrates that our current idea of performance events and their constitutive 

elements might in fact be rooted in multiple geographical locations, cultures, and 

historical periods. Such a realisation already began to answer my first research 

question, which was to find evidence that would, at least partially, help us 

acknowledge our understanding ─ or lack thereof ─ of our current practices. I have 

also realized that another challenge when diving into the territory of history, 

philosophy and aesthetics in order to describe such elements as performance, space 
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and place, is that the interpretation of these concepts frequently tended to be taken 

for granted, including by me, certainly in the initial phases of this project. Fortunately 

I realized this early on in my research journey, and I decided I needed a more 

specific way to refer to what I considered to be key terms discussed in the scope of 

this project. As such, I started indicating such terms in squared brackets in my own 

annotations.3 Therefore, from now on, when I write [stage], for example, I am 

referring to the notion of stage and its parameters as being discussed in the context 

of my work, rather than to our common-place understanding of the term. Such a 

simple graphic decision helped me to stay relatively neutral and open-minded 

throughout the often deep and complex conceptual journeys that I carried out, 

offering a constant reminder of the object of my study and allowing me to remain 

focussed during the years in which I developed this project.  

 

Conceptual investigation and discussions about the models of [performance] and 

its [spaces] and [places] in different cultures and periods led me to devise a practical 

approach to exploring the ideas that emerged. I developed a replicable model that 

was applied to the production of the New Stages Series, a set of case-study events 

produced in London and developed with the objective of exploring a wide range of 

possibilities for layouts and dynamics in [empty spaces], and how these altered, or 

not, the performers’ perception of the ways in which the specific features of that 

event related to [stage] and [performance]. Although these events represent only a 

fraction of what would be possible in [empty space]4 venues, and the performers and 

their responses to these events correspond to a small, select range of young 

                                                           
3 
My decision to use square brackets was inspired by the use of |  | for referencing codes in Semiotics. I opted for the use of [   ] 

instead to avoid associations with semiotic analysis, which is not within the scope of this project. A good example of the use of   

|  | can be found in: Umberto Eco, Trattato di semiotica generale (Milan: Casa Editrice Valentino Bompiani, 1978), 56. 

4
 My understanding of the term [empty space] as used in this project will be detailed in chapter 2. 
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professionals active in London, the events were nevertheless able to offer a window 

on some of the research questions that concerned me and can, I feel, be 

extrapolated to wider scenarios, in the hope that they will inspire more of such 

experimentations. I hope that my production model for music events taking place in 

[empty spaces] will be used, expanded, and modified by others in order to 

accommodate an even larger number of layouts and dynamics. Godfried-Willem 

Raes notes that research in art has to ‘show, demonstrate, and extend possibilities, 

and, where possible, convince.’5 The interdisciplinary character of this project also 

resonates with the polemics of his argument:  

 
Is it not unhealthy and aberrant that most canonical means of 
expression, whose use is still taught in our educational institutions as 
a craft, are derived from periods in history that are at least a hundred 
to five hundred years behind us? It is as if our own time were 
incapable of coming up with resources and insights that could serve 
as a basis for considerably more adequate means of expression.’6  

 

 

The repetition of old patterns is, in fact, a powerful tool for keeping the canonical 

production of the past alive, but Raes is surely right that it can also lead to a ‘deadly’ 

force in the performing arts, as suggested by theatre director Peter Brook, a key 

exponent of the idea that repetition and conformity to old canons can be ‘the most 

certain road to deadly theatre’.7 In my view, the production of music events that 

consistently conform to old patterns might also have led us to a dead end. The 

philosopher and sociologist Henry Lefebvre’s notion that ‘repetitious spaces are the 

outcome of repetitive gestures (those of the workers) associated with instruments 

                                                           
5
 Godfried-Willem Raes, “Experimental Art as Research,” in Artistic Experimentation in Music: An Anthology, ed. Bob Gilmore 

and Darla Crispin (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2014), 58. 
 
6
 Raes, “Experimental Art as Research,” 58. 

 
7
 Peter Brook, The Empty Space (New York: Atheneum, 1968), 39. 
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which are both duplicable and designed to duplicate’8 might also be seen to capture 

the current state of affairs in the production and consumption of many events in what 

is generically known as ‘classical music’. 

 

 

The Current Context 

 

There are, nevertheless, many creative professionals, ensembles and projects 

that are working towards narrowing the gap between the [performance] of live music 

and our 21st-century lives, widening our expectations of the level of expressivity that 

can be achieved by music [performance], and promoting more inclusivity in the 

production process from creation to delivery. Taking London as an example, a few 

such projects, ensembles and venues are nonclassical,9 Bold Tendencies,10 Tête à 

Tête,11 through the noise,12 and Listenpony.13 Each of these groups has particular 

priorities, which give a picture of some of the goals of younger generations of 

performers, composers and curators for the present and the future of ‘classical 

music’, a concern included in virtually all opening statements on their websites. 

nonclassical, for instance, present themselves as ‘[…] a music promoter, record label 

and events producer […] supporting emerging artists and bringing new music to new 

audiences’.14 

                                                           
8
 Henry Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford & Cambridge: Anthropos, 1991), 75.  

9
 “nonclassical,” accessed August 28, 2022, https://www.nonclassical.co.uk/about-us.  

10 
“Bold Tendencies,” accessed August 28, 2022, 

 
https://boldtendencies.com/about/. 

11
 “Tête à Tête,” accessed August 28, 2022, https://www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/about-us/. 

12
 “Through the Noise,” accessed August 28, 2022, https://www.throughthenoise.co.uk/. 

13
 “Listenpony,” accessed August 28, 2022, https://listenpony.com/about/. 

14
 “nonclassical,” accessed August 28, 2022, https://www.nonclassical.co.uk/about-us. 

https://boldtendencies.com/about/
https://www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/about-us/
https://listenpony.com/about/
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Figures 1 & 2. Two recent nonclassical events.
15

 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 “Read, Watch and Listen,” nonclassical, accessed August 24, 2022, https://www.nonclassical.co.uk/read-watch-and-listen. 
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Tête à Tête, with a slightly different emphasis, say they are ‘[…] a company that 

produces extraordinary operas in extraordinary places’,16 whereas through the noise 

introduce their ‘noisenights’ as their ‘[…] vision for the future of classical music: 

informal crowdfunded events featuring international soloists in clubs’.17 Listenpony 

present their events as taking place ‘[…] in beautiful and unusual venues […]’ going 

on to observe that ‘the atmosphere at Listenpony allows the audience to experience 

a close connection with the music, as well as with the musicians themselves.’18 

 

 

                                                           
16

 “Tete-a-Tete,” Tête à Tête, accessed August 28, 2022, https://www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/about-us/. 

17
 “Home,” through the noise, accessed August 24, 2022, https://www.throughthenoise.co.uk/. 

18
 “About,” Listenpony, accessed August 24, 2022, https://listenpony.com/about/. 
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Figures 3-5. Recent events from Tête à Tête,
19

 through the noise,
20

 and Listenpony,
21

 respectively. 

                                                           
19

 “On Demand,” Tête à Tête, accessed August 24, 2022, https://www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/on-demand/. 

20
 “noisenights,” through the noise, accessed August 24, 2022, https://www.throughthenoise.co.uk/noisenights. 

21
 “Archive,” Listenpony, https://listenpony.com/events/archive/2019/. 

https://www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/on-demand/
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Figure 6. noisenights' event with a choro & samba act, which followed a solo cello act,  
at The Speakeasy, London, July 2022.

22
 

 

An interesting aspect common to all these examples is the goal to take music 

performance away from ‘traditional’ places, particularly when it comes to newly-

composed music. Although these creative professionals have achieved very 

interesting results through exploring new venues and programmes, in attending their 

events, and as can be seen from the pictures above, I have noticed that none of 

them have completely banished the strong influence of traditional layouts and 

dynamics of production and consumption of live music, which are still similar to those 

established by societies and historical moments considerably different from our own, 

such as the ancient Greeks or British post-industrialism, as we will see later in this 

study. Figures 1–5, for example, demonstrate how the opening website statements 

of the organisations do not obviously relate to the layouts and modus operandi of the 

                                                           
22

 Personal archive. 
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events, which all seem to be organized in a strikingly similar way, and which are, 

with their delineated stages and frontal layouts, also similar to events in more 

traditional concert halls. Figure 6, instead, represents an exception in which another 

way of distributing performers and audience in a more ‘immersive’ way for the 

performance of a specific genre was successfully applied.23  

 

Such a realisation helped me to understand that certain iconic innovators such as 

John Cage and Karlheinz Stockhausen, creators of works famous for being ground-

breaking and even ‘disturbing’, did not turn their attention exclusively to musical 

content, but also to its combination with the role that layouts and dynamics played in 

disrupting participants’ expectations – both performers and audiences. As we will 

see in the following chapters, Cage’s seminal work 4’33’’ introduced ‘silence’ as a 

performative element within the context of music as ‘entertainment’ in a concert hall, 

while Stockhausen constantly allied electronic elements to new performance layouts, 

promoting, directly or indirectly, a necessary update of the performance medium for 

his works, of which I consider the 1970 Osaka Pavillion and the Licht cycle as prime 

examples. 

                                                           
23

 I was invited, in July 2022, to take part in one of the noisenights, promoted by through the noise. I was approached to 
perform traditional Brazilian choro and samba, and suggested to the organizer that, rather than placing us on an elevated 
platform, we used the layout in which we perform these genres in Brazil: performers would sit around a table and the audience 
would gather round us to listen to the music and dance if they wished. After liaising with the venue about logistics, he agreed, 
and the resulting layout and dynamics were very satisfactory to all present. This helped me understand that, although the 
‘canonical’ approaches are still very much ingrained even in the most forward-looking performers and promoters, it is possible, 
with good will from all parties, to start exploring different possibilities that might create new kinds of experiences. 
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Figure 7. The Maverick Concert Hall, in New York state, venue of the premiere of Cage's iconic 4'33''.
24

 
 

 

Figure 8. The 'Helicopter Quartet', part of Stockhausen's Mittwoch aus Licht.
25

 

 

Nowadays many composers have been experimenting with different ways of 

presenting their creations, notably those using electronics in their works, which 

                                                           
24

 “Featured Destination: Maverick Concert Hall,” Art in the Catskills, accessed August 24, 2022, 
https://artinthecatskills.com/2015/06/20/featured-destination-maverick-concert-hall/. 
 
25

 “Stockhausen: Helicopter String Quartet,” Media-Via, accessed 24 August, 2022, https://media-
via.net/2013/05/02/stockhausen-helicopter-string-quartet/. 

https://artinthecatskills.com/2015/06/20/featured-destination-maverick-concert-hall/
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usually allows ─ or even requires, at times ─ an alternative layout even in ‘traditional’ 

concert halls. In this way, such creators may get closer to their music’s real raison 

d'être, what I have started to call ‘Brook’s wheel’. Peter Brook, in his book ‘The 

Empty Space’, tells us that: 

 
In Mexico, before the wheel was invented, gangs of slaves had to 
carry giant stones through the jungles and up the mountains, while 
their children pulled their toys on tiny rollers. The slaves made the 
toys, but for centuries failed to make the connection. When good 
actors play in bad comedies or second-rate musicals, when 
audiences applaud indifferent classics because they enjoy just the 
costumes or just the way the sets change, or just the prettiness of the 
leading actress, there is nothing wrong. But none the less, have they 
noticed what is underneath the toy they are dragging on a string? It’s 
a wheel.26 
 
 

While working on this research project and producing its case studies I often 

thought about this quote and had the feeling that I was steadily getting closer to my 

‘wheel’ in music [performance]. The creative professionals trying to find a way to 

escape from patterns that no longer belong to us, some of whom I mention above, 

and the long theoretical and practical journey of this research project made me 

realize that there might be toys around us, everyday, just waiting to be turned over; I 

hope that my research and experiments will inspire creative performers, promoters, 

composers, and artistic directors to also discover their own ‘wheels’, and that this will 

help to lead music [performance]  in new directions that are relevant for our times.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
26

 Brook, The Empty Space, 40. 
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Aims, Objectives, and Structure of the Thesis 

 

As mentioned above, this research work aims at suggesting a broader and more 

inclusive understanding of [stage] and [performance] in music events by comparing 

the current understanding of these terms amongst music professionals with 

historical, aesthetic and practical explorations of their conceptual possibilities. In 

order to achieve a richer comprehension of these terms, I consider that the following 

questions need to be at least partially answered: 

 

 What are the current definitions of [stage] and [performance] in recognized 

dictionaries and currently applied in practice in the field of music 

[performance]? 

 

 What kinds of variation can be seen in the way that the [performance] of 

music evolved across different cultures and locations?  

 

 Can we draw on these variations in order to enrich the current notion of 

[stage] and [performance] in music events, instead of parameters long-

established by theatrical practices? 

 

 How can music events with alternative layouts and dynamics affect the 

performers’ current understanding of [stage] and [performance], and in what 

ways can such understanding confirm, confront or complement the dictionary 

definitions and common use of these terms? 
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In order to answer these questions, the project was organized into two main 

parts: the ‘Conceptual Research’, which consisted of a wide investigation of 

published materials in many areas, in search of evidence that could be related to our 

current idea of [stage] and [performance] (Chapters 2 and 3); and ‘Applied 

Concepts’, where this investigation served as a sort of ‘informed inspiration’ for the 

production of experimental music events (Chapter 4). As mentioned before, these 

events provided a series of case studies ─ the New Stages Series ─ designed to 

analyse performers’ responses to specific questions related to my two key terms. 

The ‘Conceptual Research’ also involved specific research on [space], [place], and 

their connection to [emptiness], which led me to a deeper understanding of the 

possibilities of the [empty spaces] in which the events of the New Stages Series took 

place. The events of this series were not only inspired by the researched material 

from the ‘Conceptual Research’ phase, but the production process was also 

influenced by the work developed by practitioners from other areas, such as theatre, 

dance, and cultural anthropology, and whose work served as an important basis for 

me to develop my own production model for the New Stages Series. My model 

introduced a particular way of conceiving, producing and delivering music events, 

with each event utilising different layouts and dynamics in specific ways, as will be 

further detailed in chapter 4. After each event of the series the performers were 

asked to answer a questionnaire specially designed in order to obtain their feedback 

in relation to the key terms discussed, as well as to the general dynamics of the 

events that they had just experienced. These responses to the events produced in 

the ‘Applied Concepts’ phase were placed together with evidence found in the 

‘Conceptual Research’ phase in the Conclusion of this study, where they were 
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analysed and refined in order to propose a revision of the two key terms in what I 

considered to be an informed way.  

 

The research is presented as a written thesis with illustrative materials, rather 

than as a Portfolio with commentary. Although the New Stages Series is central to 

the research, the nature of my experiments meant that it was not possible fully to 

capture the experience of the events on video. As such, I have chosen to convey the 

process and outcomes of my research in writing, supported (in Chapter 4) by 

indicative compilations of aspects of each New Stages event, which has the benefit 

of allowing evidence from all the events to be incorporated. Furthermore I consider 

the extensive source research I have undertaken to be equally important in 

formulating the outcomes of the thesis, and it therefore constitutes a substantial part 

of the submission. In general my methods have necessarily been broad and eclectic, 

and charting a path through my research as a written narrative has proved to be the 

most efficient approach. 

 

It is also important to mention that the results achieved by this study are closely 

linked to the research process and adopted methodology, and can by no means be 

considered a final re-definition of the terminology involved; however, I do consider 

that my findings can be further extrapolated into the field of music [performance], and 

the achievement of different results for the same research parameters would only 

add to the idea that our concepts of [stage] and [performance] can and should follow 

the demands of our increasingly multi-faceted, post-globalized societies.          
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CHAPTER 1 

[Stage] 

 

 

1.1. Introduction: [Space], [Place], [Emptiness] 

 

Before discussing the different concepts of [stage] used in this research, I would 

like first to consider a series of ideas related to [space], [place], and [emptiness]. 

These are concepts that are directly related to the ideas discussed later in this 

chapter; therefore, I consider that a better understanding of the terminology is 

necessary at this point.  

 

  

[Space] and [Place] 

 

When referring to expressions such as ‘performance space’ or ‘place of 

performance’, we rarely think about the connotations involved in the use of these 

words. Although in everyday life the terms space and place are usually 

exchangeable and generally used without much consideration, in this project it is 

important to note some of the peculiar characteristics of each, and to consider some 

of the inconsistencies that emerge in their definitions. Even a simple exploration of 

dictionaries, for example, reveals some useful observations.27 In definitions of space, 

all the dictionaries consulted: 
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 relate, to a greater or lesser extent, space to emptiness; 

 in at least one definition, relate space to personal needs; 

 associate, in at least one definition, space to a measurable area; 

 list outer space as one of its definitions. 

  

In terms of particular examples, the Cambridge Dictionary lists one of the 

definitions of space as ‘an empty place’, which might be a good example of the 

exchangeable qualities of the three terms discussed in this section. Macmillan 

describes it as ‘an empty area between things’ and ‘the area in which 

everything exists’ ─ which might seem contradictory and lead one to think that the 

whole visible world is, in practice, ‘space’. And, finally, I found it interesting that both 

the Merriam-Webster and Macmillan dictionaries associate space to time in at least 

one of their definitions,28 particularly connected to the duration of time.  

 

It is also useful to consider the apparent relationship between [space], [place], 

and [emptiness] in certain fields that are relevant for this research. In artistic 

performance, [space] can be considered a ‘fundamental element, which frames and 

contains activity’,29 and its relationship with [place] and [emptiness] is an important 

part of the conceptual ground that was the ‘creative receptacle’ of the events of the 

New Stages Series, as well as for the theories and practices introduced later on in 

this project. The idea that [space] might be more than a ‘passive receptacle’ was 

discussed by Polish theatre director Tadeusz Kantor, an important enthusiast for a 

more meaningful understanding of theatrical space in the 20th century. In his writings, 
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such as in the excerpt below, Kantor imbued [space] with certain qualities related to 

what he identified as hyperspace in his ‘Milano Lessons’, and that guided and 

influenced his future works in the field of Performance art: 

 
Space is not a passive r e c e p t a c l e 
In which object and forms are posited. . . . 
SPACE itself is an OBJECT [of creation]. 
And the main one! 
SPACE is charged with E N E R G Y. 
Space shrinks and e x p a n d s. 
And these motions mould forms and objects. 
It is space that G I V E S   B I R T H to forms! 
It is space that conditions the network of relations and tensions 
between objects. 
T E N S I O N is the principal actor of space.30 
 
 

Kantor proposed the use of ‘poor’ spaces rather than the ‘sacred’ spaces of the 

theatre hall,31 and his ideas of [space] as a ‘network of relations and tensions 

between objects’ resemble what the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan asserts about the 

‘meaning’ of space in traditional societies, and which he contrasts with more modern 

understandings:  

 
In nonliterate and traditional communities the social, economic, and 
religious forms of life are often well integrated. Space and location 
that rank high socially are also likely to have religious significance. 
An economic activity may be deemed profane, but “profane” is itself a 
religious concept. In contrast, modern life tends to be 
compartmentalized. Space in our contemporary world may be 
designed and ordered so as to draw one’s attention to the social 
hierarchy, but the order has no religious significance and may not 
even correspond closely to wealth. One effect is the dilution of spatial 
meaning. In modern society spatial organization is not able, nor was 
it ever intended, to exemplify a total world view.32 
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Yi-Fu Tuan goes on to describe what he calls a ‘mythical’ space, describing it as 

an intellectual construct that can be very elaborate, and that ‘differs from pragmatic 

and scientifically conceived spaces in that it ignores the logic of exclusion and 

contradiction’.33 One of the kinds of mythical spaces listed by Tuan relates to 

cosmology, which helped societies in structuring and making sense of their spaces 

according to astronomical events. According to Tuan: 

 
Complex cosmologies are associated with large, stable, and 
sedentary societies. They are attempts to answer the question of 
man’s place in nature. Practical activities seem arbitrary and may 
offend the gods or spirits of nature unless they are perceived to have 
their roles and place in a coherent world system.34 
 
 

Such coherence can be observed in ancient ritual structures in many cultures 

geographically and culturally apart, such as the Greek theatres and the Inca ushnus, 

for example. In some cases, such spatial organization would also find its counterpart 

in the organization of time, which could also be experienced as mythical. This is the 

case of the Kamayurá, an ancient tribe from the Xingu region in the Amazon, who 

divide space-time into ãng,35  ‘our’ linear space-time of the mortals, and mawe, the 

time of the ‘models’, the non-linear space-time of their ancestors. 36 They possess a 

ritual celebration that involves dance and music called torýp, in which ‘t-‘ means 

‘towards’, ‘or-‘ means ‘us’, and ‘-ýp’ means ‘models’. The concept of torýp is then a 

practice related to the movement of the participants from ãng towards mawe, from 
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‘our’ space-time towards the mythic space-time of the ancestors, and for which 

purpose an extremely complex musical system was developed and is used 

ritualistically.   

 

Another contrasting, more contemporary understanding of [space] is related to its 

social production.  This was a key concept put forward by the French philosopher 

Henri Lefebvre, who offers an interesting reflection regarding the apparent domain of 

the notion of [space] within the field of Mathematics. According to Lefebvre: 

 
Not so many years ago, the word 'space' had a strictly geometrical 
meaning: the idea it evoked was simply that of an empty area. In 
scholarly use it was generally accompanied by some such epithet as 
'Euclidean', 'isotropic', or 'infinite', and the general feeling was that 
the concept of space was ultimately a mathematical one. To speak of 
'social space', therefore, would have sounded strange. […] 
Mathematicians, in the modern sense of the word, emerged as the 
proprietors of a science (and of a claim to scientific status) quite 
clearly detached from philosophy - a science which considered itself 
both necessary and self-sufficient. Thus mathematicians 
appropriated space, and time, and made them part of their domain, 
yet they did so in a rather paradoxical way. They invented spaces - 
an 'indefinity', so to speak, of spaces: non-Euclidean spaces, curved 
spaces, x-dimensional spaces (even spaces with an infinity of 
dimensions), spaces of configuration, abstract spaces, spaces 
defined by deformation or transformation, by a topology, and so on. 
At once highly general and highly specialized, the language of 
mathematics set out to discriminate between and classify all these 
innumerable spaces as precisely as possible. […] But the 
relationship between mathematics and reality - physical or social 
reality - was not obvious, and indeed a deep rift had developed 
between these two realms. Those mathematicians who had opened 
up this 'problematic' subsequently abandoned it to the philosophers, 
who were only too happy to seize upon it as a means of making up a 
little of the ground they had lost.37 
 
 

Lefebvre connected spatial use ─ and the very existence and definition of [space] 

─ to socially and politically defined modes of production. By connecting the very 

existence of [space] to the social practices that are carried out within it, Lefebvre not 

                                                           
37

 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 1-2. 



 

32 

 

only established a strong basis for the social dynamics that inform our modern use 

and understanding of [space], but also established a key idea: that buildings also 

bring within their use the power relations subsumed by the relations of production in 

place in a society.38 When bringing these ideas to the field of artistic performance, it 

is fascinating to observe how such relations translate not only in terms of layout, but 

also of the social dynamics of the events taking place within theatres and concert 

halls, as we will be able to witness in the coming chapters.  

 

According to Lefebvre, [spaces] are inhabited not only by subjects but also by the 

power relations already in place, emulating and reproducing these relations within 

certain contexts. By absorbing various kinds of ‘social’ [spaces] within a single 

theory, Lefebvre offers an alternative to the highly conceptual ‘space’ proposed by 

mathematical theories; for him, [spaces] are the results of human actions while, at 

the same time, they offer the conditions for these same actions to take place:   

 
Every space is already in place before the appearance in it of actors; 
these actors are collective as well as individual subjects inasmuch as 
the individuals are always members of groups or classes seeking to 
appropriate the space in question. This pre-existence of space 
conditions the subject's presence, action and discourse, his 
competence and performance; yet the subject's presence, action and 
discourse, at the same time as they presuppose this space, also 
negate it. The subject experiences space as an obstacle, as a 
resistant 'objectality' at times as implacably hard as a concrete wall, 
being not only extremely difficult to modify in any way but also 
hedged about by Draconian rules prohibiting any attempt at such 
modification.39 
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Another aspect emphasized by Lefebvre in his work is the fact that [space] is not 

a ‘void’, an ‘all-accepting’ passive receptacle, but connected to what he called ‘social 

morphology’:  

 
Vis-à-vis, lived experience, space is neither a mere 'frame', after the 
fashion of the frame of a painting, nor a form or container of virtually 
neutral kind, designed simply to receive whatever is poured into it. 
Space is social morphology: it is to lived experience what form itself 
is to the living organism, and just as intimately bound up with function 
and structure. To picture space as a 'frame' or container into which 
nothing can be put unless it is smaller than the recipient, and to 
imagine that this container has no other purpose than to preserve 
what has been put in it - this is probably the initial error. But is it error, 
or is it ideology? The latter, more than likely. If so, who promotes it? 
Who exploits it? And why and how do they do so? 40 
 
 

In the first instance Lefebvre’s observations might seem disconnected from 

dictionary definitions of [space] in which the term is described as an ‘empty place’. 

As we will see later, however, Lefebvre’s viewpoint is aligned to a wider 

understanding not just about [space] and [place], but also about [emptiness]. 

 

Another important philosopher who turned his attention to the intricacies of 

[space] and spatial practices was Michel Foucault. In a text written as a basis for a 

lecture in Paris in 1967, Foucault briefly analyses the historical understanding of 

[space], and how different trends of knowledge such as structuralism and 

phenomenology offered different, but somewhat complementary ideas].  Foucault 

identifies, in his turn, a tripartite history of space: firstly constituted by a medieval 

‘emplacement’, i.e. a hierarchy of space in which some would be more important or 

sacred than others; secondly, a Cartesian view generated particularly by Galileo’s 

new cosmology, which generated the idea of all matter as res extensa, i.e. an 
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extension of infinite space; and, finally, the concept of space and spatial practices as 

being heterogeneous by nature, with sets of relations built into them. In relation to 

the latter he identifies a series of dualities inherent within our lives, such as private 

space and public space, family space and social space, and the space of leisure and 

that of work: 

 
The space in which we live, which draws us out of our selves, in 
which the erosion of our lives, our time and our history occurs, the 
space that claws and gnaws at us, is also, in itself, a heterogeneous 
space. In other words, we do not live in a kind of void, inside of which 
we could place individuals and things. We do not live inside a void 
that could be colored with diverse shades of light, we live inside a set 
of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another 
and absolutely not superimposable on one another.41 
 
 

Although Foucault recognises that different sites can be described by the set of 

relations that they presuppose – for example, spaces of travel (such as trains), of 

temporary relaxation (such as cafés), of rest (such as bedrooms) –  the author 

demonstrates a particular interest in sites that have the ‘curious property of being in 

relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert 

the set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect.’42 Such sites, 

according to him, can be of two kinds, which he defined as utopias and heterotopias. 

The former is employed in a variety of situations and described by Foucault as ‘sites 

with no real places’, presenting society in a perfected form, and ‘fundamentally 

unreal spaces’. The latter, however, offers a much larger ground for discussion, as 

these are real places probably present, according to the author, in every culture and 

civilization: 
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[…] something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia 
in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within 
the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. 
Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be 
possible to indicate their location in reality.43 

 

Foucault also sets six ‘principles’ of what could be considered heterotopias. The 

first of these, for example, is that such [spaces] are present in virtually every human 

culture, and their use and significance is adjusted according to what the author calls 

the ‘synchrony of the culture’. The third principle, however, is of particular interest to 

this study, as it acknowledges the capability of such [spaces] to juxtapose several 

different places that are themselves incompatible, of which, still according to 

Foucault, the theatre would be a prime example. This is because it would ‘[…] bring 

onto the rectangle of the stage, one after the other, a whole series of places that are 

foreign to one another […]’.44 It is interesting to note that Foucault found appropriate 

to include within his groups of examples of heteropias places from many civilizations 

and cultures that in general do not usually seem to be conceptually connected, such 

as theatres, cemeteries, gardens, and brothels, offering at the same time a fresh 

approach to everyday [spaces], and an opportunity to keep their analysis away from 

cultural biases.  

 

Another interesting aspect in these writings and many others is the 

interchangeability between the ideas of [space] and [place], in a similar way to some 

of the dictionary definitions that were explored earlier. For some authors, however, 

the distinction between these two terms offers many more conceptual possibilities 

than is usually acknowledged. Yi-Fu Tuan, for example, sees [space] as being more 

                                                           
43

 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias”. 
 
44

 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias”. 



 

36 

 

abstract than [place], which in its turn is likened to ideas of ‘security’ and ‘stability’. 

Tuan’s understanding of [place] is one closely related to the existence of [space]; 

[place], however, would be defined in terms of ‘value’ and ‘experience’ associated 

with the use of [space]: 

 
From the security and stability of place we are aware of the 
openness, freedom, and threat of space, and vice-versa. 
Furthermore, if we think of space as that which allows movement, 
then place is pause; each pause in movement makes it possible for 
location to be transformed into place.45 
 
 

When associating [place] with attributes such as ‘pause’ and ‘security’, and 

[space] to ‘movement’ and ‘direction’, Tuan establishes a strong connection between 

these terms and the lived, physical experience of the world. The idea of ‘stability’ in 

connection to the definition of [place] is also present in an earlier analysis of 

everyday practices by Michel de Certeau. [Place], for both authors, is understood in 

a way in which perception and familiarity become defining criteria of paramount 

importance: 

 
The law of the “proper” rules in the place: the elements taken into 
consideration are beside one another, each situated in its own 
“proper” and distinct location, a location it defines. A place is thus an 
instantaneous configuration of positions. It implies an indication of 
stability. […] Space occurs as the effect produced by the operations 
that orient it, situate it, temporalize it, and make it function in a 
polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or contractual proximities. On 
this view, in relation to place, space is like the word when it is 
spoken, that is, when it is caught in the ambiguity of an actualization, 
transformed into a term dependent upon many different conventions, 
situated as the act of a present (or of a time), and modified by the 
transformations caused by successive contexts. In contradistinction 
to the place, it has thus none of the univocity or stability of a 
“proper”.46 
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The fact that [space], for de Certeau, is expected to function as a ‘polyvalent unity 

of conflictual programs or contractual proximities’ resonates with our general 

understanding of performance [spaces] as related to the functions and expected 

behaviour of performers and audience members, who we might consider to be in 

‘contractual proximity’ for the duration of a performance event, in which they might 

have different ─ if not ‘conflictual’ ─ functions and expectations, as we will see in the 

next chapter. In consonance with these ideas and the current use of the term 

‘performance space’ to characterize our performance venues, it is easy to adopt the 

simplistic view that such venues are in fact [spaces], and that the qualities attributed 

to [place] by Tuan and other authors are not applicable. We cannot forget, though, 

that such venues are special buildings ‘stabilized’ in [space] by architectural 

processes, which present the ‘instantaneous configuration of positions’ which Tuan 

saw as implied in the existence of [places]. In the context of theatre, Richard 

Southern connects the term [place] to its possible etymological origins in the English 

language, resonating with Tuan’s understanding of [place] as a ‘static concept’,47 or, 

as postulated by Tuan, a type of object geometrically defined within [space]:48   

 
The essential element of a Round is the central plain […]. In England 
this plain received the special name, derived from the Latin (in which 
language most medieval directions were written), of platea, which is 
anglicized into placea and then into the straight-forward ‘Place’. To 
be ‘in the Place’, then, meant in medieval theatrical parlance to be in 
this central plain.49 
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Govan, Nicholson, and Normington, in turn, observed that such understanding 

has actually been inverted by contemporary theatre practitioners, who brought 

collections of material and objects from the ‘external’ world into performance venues, 

inviting audiences to re-consider the nature of the [place] where performances 

happen.  

 
In creating a living space or environment within the performance area 
attention is drawn to the ways in which the place of a building can be 
turned into a malleable space. In other words, the fixed ‘place’ of the 
performance building […] is transformed into a ‘space’, a continuous, 
moving entity capable of shifting to reflect those inhabiting it. In this 
light, place is seen as a static, arranged location, while space is 
unfixed, responsive and moulds itself to its occupants. It is apparent 
that theatre buildings are ‘places’ since they represent a fixed 
location in which culture and social meaning can be controlled and 
represented for an audience. But the act of performance-making can 
shift the place to create a space. By changing this fixed, organized, 
institutional ‘place’ into a ‘space’ there is an act of liberation.50  
 
 

Taking this viewpoint into account, we can argue that [performance] events act to 

change the very ‘texture’ of the venues where they happen, a fact that would make 

such events intrinsically linked to our perception of the [places] and [spaces] that 

allowed these same events to occur. The ‘act of liberation’ offered by the authors is, 

in my view, a powerful idea connected to the understanding ─ conscious or not ─ of 

such a perception, which might be felt at some level by performers and audience 

members alike. The conversion from [place] to [space] would, in this way, become 

one of the most important hidden ‘truths’ of performance events, a shift that might 

further enrich expressions such as ‘artistic freedom’ for both performers and 

audiences. It is also interesting to consider that such a shift could happen in 

performance venues generally recognised as ‘traditional’, with a clear divide between 

performance area and audience area, but also in venues less concerned with such 
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pre-conceived divisions, such as black boxes and ‘found’ sites. In all cases it seems 

to me that a sort of ‘activation’ of the sites is necessary for this shift to take place, 

and such ‘activation’ is provided by the event itself, in conjunction with the 

performers’ and audiences’ acceptance of the [performance] ‘conditions’, or the 

event’s dynamics, as we will see later.  [Performance] sites would, in this way, go 

through shifting cycles in how we perceive them as [places] or [spaces] triggered by 

the presence or not of performance events and their constitutive elements.  

 

However, I wonder if this dualistic understanding of [place] and [space] is enough 

to capture the kind of [performance] environment I want to invoke. If we consider 

Tuan’s idea that ‘space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and 

meaning’,51 it could be suggested that the ‘liberating’ conversion of [places] back into 

[spaces], as proposed by Govan, Nicholson, and Normington, might therefore render 

[spaces] ‘undefined’ and ‘meaningless’; although this is not what the writers are 

proposing as such, it is a logical outcome of taking such a dualistic approach. 

 

                 [PLACE]    →      [SPACE]    →            [PLACE] 

             Defined, meaningful             Undefined, meaningless                 Defined, meaningful 

 

At the same time, as we will see later on in this chapter, there are many forces ─ 

mainly social, political, and aesthetic ─ in place in [performance] venues, particularly 

related to the idea of [stage] in many cultures and periods in history, and it seems 

unlikely that such forces would simply ‘recede’ with the shift from [place] to [space] – 

the residues of ‘definition’ and ‘meaning’ would remain despite the impact of the shift. 
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Therefore, I would like to suggest another possibility in which, instead of being 

converted back into [spaces], such performance [places] are converted into 

intermediary sites that cannot be defined as either [space] or [place], but that would 

exist in a conceptual ‘limbo’ for the duration of a [performance] event. In such sites, 

whose existence would thus be temporary by nature, Foucault’s ‘places that are 

foreign to one another’52 could be activated, acknowledged by all who take part, 

sustained throughout the [performance] events, and finally abandoned with the end 

of the event, which would bring the site back to its previous status of [place]. In this 

way, in the case of venues where a complete understanding of those sites depends 

on an event taking place ─ a category in which Foucault’s examples of theatres and 

brothels could still be included, and to which we could add concert halls ─ Foucault’s 

heterotopias would partially make sense. A site characterized by such a conceptual 

‘limbo’ would, in my view, allow for the existence of as many artistic realities and 

event dynamics as can be conceived, thus being in deeper connection with the 

sense of freedom and liberation proposed by Govan et al.   

 

[PLACE]          →        [ ? ]         →  [PLACE] 

Defined, meaningful              Temporarily defined, meaningful    Defined, meaningful 

 

Although essentially connected to the purpose of this project, this subject needs, 

of course, further detailed analysis and historical contextualisation. I consider that for 

now it is enough, though, to have in mind such intricacies in the shifting perception of 

[space] and [place] in order to analyse the methodological processes and results of 

this project, bearing in mind that, as Tuan himself acknowledges, ‘in an area of study 
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where so much is tentative, perhaps each statement should end with a question 

mark or be accompanied by qualifying clauses.’53  

 

 

[Emptiness] 

 

There is still another shift in paradigm that I consider of utmost importance to the 

study of [spaces] and [places] for artistic performance, which relates to a concept 

with much deeper aesthetic, philosophical, historical, and even social implications. 

Such a shift is related to [emptiness], a term that is currently applied, directly or 

indirectly, in the definitions of [space] and [place] in all three dictionary entries quoted 

at the beginning of this section. As we have briefly seen in the work of practitioners 

and theoreticians such as Lefebvre, the dominating European understanding of the 

concept of [emptiness] is an essentially negative one, a fact reflected in the 

dictionary definitions of [space] and [place] discussed above. Such definitions mainly 

associate [emptiness] with a lack of meaning, purpose, or substance, and even 

insincerity. Such negative connotation finds expression in terms such as horror 

vacui, which has been defined as ‘a fear or dislike of leaving empty spaces, 

particularly in artistic composition’.54 Although horror vacui has existed at least since 

the time of Aristotle, the current use of the expression relates to Mario Praz’s critical 

description of the cluttered design of the Victorian Age, being also used pejoratively 

in reference to certain painting styles, interior design, and everything else that can be 
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defined by overwhelming, content-saturated work, and particularly concerned with 

the need to fill up space55   and ‘an irrational aversion to the void’.56 

 

 

Figure 9. ‘The Fall of Babylon’, by Jean Duvet, is one of the classic examples of horror vacui in art.
57  

 

Such fear or aversion towards [emptiness] might lead us to interpret it as a 

human phenomenon, rather than a cultural one. The understating of [emptiness], 

however, finds in Japanese culture and aesthetics a very powerful counterpoint to 

the European horror. Kenya Hara, a Japanese graphic designer and one of the main 

figures responsible for the reconsideration and reconciliation of what might constitute 

[emptiness] in Japanese and European cultures, argues that this concept in 
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Japanese aesthetics is associated with limitless potential, using the example of an 

empty vessel both as a metaphor and a practical application of such an attitude. 

 
An empty state possesses a chance of becoming by virtue of its 
receptive nature. The mechanism of communication is activated 
when we look at an empty vessel, not as a negative state, but in 
terms of its capability to be filled with something.58 
 
 

Therefore, [emptiness] according to Hara is viewed in Japan not as the lacking of 

elements, but through its potential to hold new ones.59 We could go even further in 

arguing that, if interpreted in a temporal frame, [emptiness] in the European context 

is associated not just with negative feelings, such as lacking or meaninglessness, 

but also to unrealized potential or the absence of essential elements associated with 

the past; in turn, the Japanese understanding might be linked to the future, open to 

the diverse possibilities generated by the innumerable variables in play at all times. 

This shift in the understating of such a complex concept is, according to Hara, due to 

the cultural and spiritual formation of the Japanese people throughout the centuries, 

particularly associated with Shinto and Buddhism, the two main pillars of Japanese 

spirituality. Jerrold McGrath also associates these two religions to the wider 

Japanese understanding of [space]. According to McGrath, ‘[…] from Shinto came 

the high value placed on harmony in relationships and a focus on the connections — 

spoken and unspoken — that tie people together. From Buddhism came the ideas of 

emptiness and selflessness.’60 Shinto’s architecture is very much connected to its 

                                                           
58

 Hara, White, 39. 

59
 A good example of how this understanding of [emptiness] is reflected in Japanese crafts, for example, is this sentence by 

Sakaida Kakiemon XIV, talking about the white areas in Kakiemon traditional pottery: ‘[…] I think the white areas are not merely 
empty space; they contain all the thoughts and emotions of humankind.’ Sakaida Kakiemon XIV, The Art of Emptiness, trans. 
Gavin Frew (Tokyo: Japan Publishing Industry Foundation for Culture, 2019), 126. 
 
60

 Jerrold McGrath, “The Japanese words for ‘space’ could change your view of the world,” Quartz, January 18, 2018, 
https://qz.com/1181019/the-japanese-words-for-space-could-change-your-view-of-the-world/. 

https://qz.com/author/jerroldmcgrath/
https://qz.com/1181019/the-japanese-words-for-space-could-change-your-view-of-the-world/


 

44 

 

spiritual practices, and this is reflected in the development of shrines throughout 

history. According to Aisaburo Akiyama: 

 
The Shinto shrine started with no structure in the beginning when it 
was not needed apparently. In the primitive ages, the Kami were 
worshipped first in an isolated, natural wood, and then in a spot 
thoroughly purified, planted with trees and fenced with stones 
around. The Shinto shrines as they are seen at the present day are 
of later origin.61 
 
 

From this quote we can assume that the concept of [emptiness] in Japan as 

described by Hara might have been already closely linked to Shinto spatial practices 

from primitive ages, possibly articulating behaviours and relationships before the 

need for a physical structure to host them. For those participating in Shinto rituals in 

the early days of the practice, the invisible presence of the kami (spiritual beings) in 

a given empty space can be associated with the aspects of [emptiness] that Hara 

refers to as ‘potentiality’. The spiritual practices taking place in such spaces might 

also provide a historical complement to McGrath’s understanding of how, in Japan, 

spaces ‘shape’ relationships and have ‘meanings prior to any activity that happens 

within them’.62 In the case of Shinto shrines, the behaviour and relationship of the 

practitioners with the kami preceded the need for a structure for rituals to take place, 

a conceptual inversion that, although apparently paradoxical, can be closely linked to 

the definition of [space] as a ‘facilitator’ of relationships and social dynamics as 

referred to by McGrath. As Akiyama also notices, there are still a few Shinto shrines 

which have no main hall,63 which is an example of how deeply and naturally such 
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understanding of [emptiness] is still ingrained in Japanese spiritual and aesthetic 

sensibilities. 

 

Another important root in the conceptual understanding of [emptiness] in 

Japanese aesthetics comes from Buddhist philosophy. The current Japanese word 

for space ─ 空間, ku-kan ─ literally means ‘empty place’, and it is of relatively recent 

origin, having been coined to express the concept of three-dimensional objective 

space which was imported from the West, for which the Japanese language had no 

word of its own.64 The compound includes the character 空, ku, which today can be 

used for ‘empty’ in the simple physical sense, and for ‘void’ 

in Buddhist metaphysics;65 and 間, a character that usually means mā when standing 

by itself. Mā is a complex concept, extremely difficult to translate, which integrates 

and embodies the Japanese aesthetic understanding of [emptiness] on many levels. 

Kiyoshi Matsumoto offers a useful explanation of this concept: 

 
Ma is a Japanese boundary, but it isn’t a line. It is a void, an 
expanse. The literal translation is “space between,” but rather than a 
static gap, it is the distance that exists between objects as well as 
between time. […] In nothingness, Ma enables. The empty boundary 
provides a place for everyone’s vision of reality or imagination to 
exist. […] In the architectural context Ma refers to the dimension of 
space between the structural posts of an interior. The layout is 
intentionally designed to encompass empty space — energy filled 
with possibilities [highlight in original].66 
 
  

When understanding ma as ‘energy filled with possibilities’, and in attributing to it 

‘enabling’ powers, Matsumoto unlocks the real potential of the concept, which lies in 
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its ‘active’ power when employed in the creation of a wide range of works of visual 

art, architecture, performance, design, language, and many other aspects of 

Japanese everyday life. This can be considered as directly linked to what Hara 

referred to as a ‘creative receptacle’ in relation to the understanding and application 

of the concept of [emptiness] in Japanese art and culture,67 away from the negative 

context generally attributed to [emptiness] in the West.  

 

It might be tempting to consider mā as an isolated aesthetic concept linked 

specifically to Japanese culture. There are, however, very clear examples in Western 

culture of the application of the underlying concept of mā, with the gap between 

God’s and Adam’s fingers in Michelangelo’s ‘The Creation of Adam’ in the Sistine 

Chapel being arguably the most famous and widely interpreted.68  

 

 

Figure 10. 'The Creation of Adam', by Michelangelo.
69
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 More recently there have been, particularly in the fields of graphic design and 

web design, strong reactions against the concept of horror vacui, particularly 

exemplified by the development of what is usually called whitespace, a term already 

employed by typographer Jan Tschichold in 1930 with instructions for using it as an 

‘active’ element in any composition, and not as ‘passive’ background.70 The 

conceptual break of contemporary designers with horror vacui is exemplified by a 

passage from a Mads Soegaard’s article about such conceptual transition: 

 
Out went the sugary, background-saturating design tendencies of the 
Victorian, Georgian, and Baroque eras; in came a new sense of 
proportion and representation. Designers were starting to understand 
their users’ senses more, and they were starting to see that elements 
could stand out better if they had space to set them off, rather than 
be crushed in amid other elements. Like silence between musical 
notes, the gaps between elements could be made to work.71 
 
 

As in Mads Soegaard’s statement, mā is regularly linked to ‘silence’, and it seems 

appropriate to mention at this point John Cage’s ‘silent’ piece 4’33’’ as a work of 

Western music that supposedly embodies [emptiness] as an ‘active’ element. 

According to Kyle Gann, Cage might have been particularly influenced by talks and 

writings by Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki, a Japanese writer and educator who moved to 

the US and worked introducing the traditions and concepts of Zen to American 

society, including talks about [emptiness].72 In a letter in reply to Helen Wolff, Cage 

links the piece more directly to his understanding of [emptiness] at that time: 
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The piece is not actually silent (there will never be silence until death 
comes which never comes); it is full of sound, but sounds which I did 
not think of beforehand, which I hear for the first time the same time 
others hear. What we hear is determined by our own emptiness, our 
own receptivity; we receive to the extent we are empty to do so.73 
 
 

Another good example of such a shift in the understanding of [emptiness] is the 

often-quoted statement by theatre director Peter Brook who, at the beginning of his 

landmark book The Empty Space, creates what is, in my view, the best image of this 

turn towards ‘active’ [emptiness] and away from horror vacui in Western art, 

including performance, in the second half of the 20th century: 

 
I CAN take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks 
across this empty space whilst someone else is watching him, and 
this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be engaged. Yet 
when we talk about theatre this is not quite what we mean. Red 
curtains, spotlights, blank verse, laughter, darkness, these are all 
confusedly superimposed in a messy image covered by one all-
purpose word.74 
 
 

Still in the field of theatre, the ideas exploring the ‘active’ power of [emptiness] 

resonate with Tadeusz Kantor’s denial of [space] as a ‘passive receptable’ as quoted 

earlier, and which I repeat here: 

Space is not a passive r e c e p t a c l e 
In which object and forms are posited. . . . 
SPACE itself is an OBJECT [of creation]. 
And the main one! 
SPACE is charged with E N E R G Y. 
Space shrinks and e x p a n d s. 
And these motions mould forms and objects. 
It is space that G I V E S   B I R T H to forms! 
It is space that conditions the network of relations and 
tensions 
between objects. 
T E N S I O N is the principal actor of space.75 
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I decided to repeat this quotation, now with bold highlights, to call attention to the 

fact that each of the highlighted sentences can be related to some of the deeper 

aspects regarding [space], [place], and [emptiness] explored in this section. In 

associating [space] with energy, for example, Kantor’s interpretation is in line with 

the understanding of the concept of mā and [emptiness] associated with it; in 

recognising the ‘network of relations and tensions between objects’, we might be 

able to first identify social elements explored by Lefebvre and de Certeau in the 

social creation of [spaces], and also the Japanese idea of the social qualities already 

present within everyday [spaces] and [places] even before these are used as 

mentioned by McGrath; and, finally, the idea that [space] gives birth to forms can be 

related to what I refer to as the ‘conceptual pregnancy’ necessary for performance 

[spaces] today. In my view, embracing such ‘pregnancy’ would offer a powerful 

means of representing our post-globalized world, or at least what is expected from 

our societies in the 21st century, following values connected to democracy, 

inclusiveness, and shifting ways of connecting individuals. I also consider that, if 

music [performance] is to be integrated into such a society, all involved in the 

production of [performance] events would first need to be aware of the defining 

historical, social, aesthetic and cultural aspects linked to our current understanding 

of [space], [place], and [emptiness], and how new paradigms could be integrated in 

order to converge with the values established by this same society; this could allow 

music events to elevate both the media and the message ─ assuming there is one ─ 

to a higher level of cohesion between conceptual ideas and their delivery.   
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1.2. [Stage]: Historical Conceptions 

 

When looking at current definitions of [stage] in relation to performance practices, 

the common trend in dictionaries is to identify, firstly, the idea of [stage] as a raised 

platform on which a performative act happens, and, secondly, that [stage] is 

necessarily contained within structures such as a theatres and concert halls. Even 

though dictionary definitions will, in certain respects, be weakened by the attempt to 

offer a broader understanding of a given concept across a wide range of conditions, 

it is evident that such understanding of [stage], even if partially correct, can also be 

misleading. As we will see later, the ideas of [stage] as a platform and as a part of a 

larger structure are connected to diverse cultural situations and historical 

backgrounds; given the reality of artistic creation and consumption today, it seems 

necessary to have a better understanding of the multiple origins, definitions, and 

uses of [stage], as well as its constitutive elements. 

 

Another relevant issue found in dictionary definitions is the common conception 

of [stage] as a place related to the theatre and the theatrical profession.76 Even 

though such a concept has strong historical roots, we will see in the following 

sections that, if we consider the origins of the act of performing, it is evident that the 

delimitation of [spaces] and [places] where performance events happen followed the 

increasing separation and subdivision of the many genres of the performative arts: 

after centuries of experimentations, each of these genres developed not just their 

own specific repertoire, dynamics, and conventions, but also a multi-faceted use of 

[space] and [place] connected to their artistic needs. The relatively recent 
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concentration of performative events from many genres in a structure directly 

connected to theatrical plays is the result of a number of historical, political, and 

social factors, a few of which will be explored in this work. During my research I have 

noted that, in general, most of the literature from recent decades also approaches 

the historical aspects of the performative [stage] by either directly connecting it to the 

dramatic arts, or presenting other performative arts as ‘naturally’ inserted within its 

structures, dynamics, and conceptions of [places] and [spaces]: dance and music, 

for instance, are often seen as secondary disciplines in the history and development 

of [performance].77 In my view, this approach, although relevant in many ways, might 

generate a cul-de-sac for performative arts other than drama, helping to perpetuate 

not just the idea of the dependence of other performative arts on the [spaces] and 

dynamics of theatre, but also creating an invisible barrier to the creative and 

historically-informed use of layouts and dynamics possible in music. 

 

The reality of current artistic production in cities like London should be, in my 

view, as multi-faceted as the city’s inherent cultural make up. Technological 

advances do not just change how society works, but also offer increasingly 

interesting ways in which we can assess the state of our own culture – its materials, 

endeavours, and expectations – in relation to the cultures of others.78 With this in 

mind, in this section I would like to engage in an exploration of the various ways of 

understanding [stage] from a range of geographical, historical, and cultural 

perspectives, acknowledging that our multi-faceted artistic conditions in the present 
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have grown out of its various concepts and uses. It is important to note that my 

intention is to assess a selection of [spaces] and [places], all of which have at least 

partially accommodated music events, in what I would call a ‘bird’s eye view’. After 

extensive research I came to realize that the best approach was one that would give 

human perception and the dynamics of experience a leading role in helping me to 

understand the concept and uses of [stage] in different periods, cultures, and social 

realities, and best serve my own artistic work going forward. I have chosen to throw 

my net wide because I want to maximise the potential to be inspired and enlightened 

by the performance models of different periods and cultures, rather than to focus on 

one area or necessarily to assert firm analytical control over the materials I explore. 

 

In 1948, philosopher Étienne Souriau delivered a lecture at the Sorbonne in 

Paris, entitled ‘The Cube and the Sphere’. In this address, Souriau analyses two 

different conceptions of staging, and connects architectural elements to modes of 

viewing, perception, and the dynamics of theatrical performance. According to 

Souriau, performance spaces can be divided into two categories: the cube and the 

sphere. In Souriau’s words: 

 
Let us imagine that we have before us the entire universe of the work 
in its supposed reality, with all its dimensions of space, time, and 
humanity. […] In this universe, we cut out a little cube, as though with 
a saw […]. That is the stage cube. Within this cube are rendered 
concretely, physically, in flesh and bones, in wood or in canvas, with 
real or sham articles (it does not matter which), everything that ought 
to be there according to the hypothesis. And then this cube of 
concrete, visible, and audible realities is open on the side facing the 
spectator; one side is removed. Now it is this cube, this little open 
box with its contents, that must maintain in the mind’s eye a clear 
picture of all the rest; around it there will be constructed and 
arranged […] the whole universe that remains potential and 
unrepresented. 
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[…] And now let’s pass on to the principle of the sphere. As you will 
see, it is entirely different. Its practical and aesthetic dynamism are 
not at all the same […]. No stage, no hall, no limits. Instead of cutting 
out a pre-determined fragment in the world that is going to be set up, 
one seeks out its dynamic center, its beating heart, the spot where 
the action is emotionally at its keenest and most exalted. This center 
is permitted to irradiate its force freely and without limits. The actors 
or the group of actors that incarnate this heart, this punctum saliens, 
dynamic center of the universe of the work, are officiating priests, 
magicians whose power extends outward indefinitely into open 
space. The fictitious world of which they are the center develops to 
dimensions limited only by the incantatory group’s power to conjure 
up and create. They are the center, and the circumference is 
nowhere ─ the point is to push it out into the infinite, taking the 
spectators themselves into the limitless sphere.79 
 
 

It is important to note that, although essentially theoretical, Souriau’s ideas refer 

directly to the dominant layouts for dramatic plays of his time:80 the théâtre à 

l’italienne and the theatre-in-the-round.81 His remarks about the effect of each layout 

on the dynamics of the events contained within them, as well as his understanding of 

[stage] in each setting, make this address particularly interesting for the present 

work. As we will see later in this chapter, Souriau’s generalization about the ‘cube’ 

and ‘sphere’ are present throughout the history and development of [spaces] and 

[places] for [performance] around the world, a fact that contributes to the universality 

of his ideas.  Alongside such conceptual approaches, practicalities connected to the 

establishment of performative practices are also useful for this study. Some of the 

conditions deemed essential to the appearance of ‘professional’ and organized 

theatrical performing, for example, were listed in the early 1960s by Richard 

Southern, who describes these as the ‘six most important items that players might 

wish to provide for, as they begin to found a professional technique’. These items 
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are:  a place of entrance; a background; a raised stage; a dressing room; a property 

store; and a means to act ‘above’ (in a physical way).82 Although at a first glance 

such items also seem to apply to music events, we will see that the ‘universality’ of 

such conditions in performing arts is not necessarily true. However, even though 

Southern’s ideas will not be used as guidelines for the typology of [stages] that 

follows, some of the terminology associated with such conditions will become part of 

my later discussion.83 

 

In my exploration of the concept of [stage], I have identified three main categories 

of experiencing artistic events that I consider useful for the structuring of this work: 

frontal experiences, round experiences, and [empty spaces]. Such categories relate 

in varying degrees to the wide variety of performative events, integrating them with 

the ideas of [places] and [spaces] previously demonstrated, and helping to 

demonstrate how flexibly human beings create and adapt to new performative 

realities. 
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Frontal Experiences 

 

Following a path that leads from the most familiar towards the relatively 

unfamiliar, I will start by exploring the concept of frontal experiences. For the 

purposes of this project, frontal experiences are understood as mainly following the 

parameters below: 

 

 the performance area ─ including the background ─ is usually linear; 

 

 all performers and audience members are positioned face-on, opposite each 

other; 

 

 there is no single converging focal point in the performance area shared by all 

audience members, but a rather diffuse one. 

 

The term frontal might immediately remind us of the usual layout of most of 

today’s concert halls, in which performers and audience are positioned on opposite 

sides of the building facing each other. One might argue that such spaces are now 

the standard format for the modern concert hall, and that the dynamics of events 

happening in such venues are probably relatively easy to understand due to our own 

familiarity with them.  
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Figure 11. The Wigmore Hall, in London.
84

 

 

It might be tempting to regard the current frontal layouts and dynamics of venues 

such as the Wigmore Hall as having emerged as the best solution after a long 

process of development of [places] and [spaces] for [performance]. As we will see in 

this chapter, though, such a process is still ongoing, and a brief analysis can reveal 

interesting facts concerning the rich and dynamic development of [performance] and 

its [spaces] and [places]. I would like to start with one of the most celebrated 

performance spaces in European history, which greatly contributed to the way 

musical events are still produced and consumed in Western countries: the Bayreuth 

Festival Hall. This hall was first conceived by Richard Wagner out of necessity for 

what he considered to be the ideal space for his Ring des Nibelungen, and it was 

inaugurated in 1876. One of its main characteristics is the unobstructed view of the 

stage where the action takes place. The orchestra is placed in the pit underneath the 

stage, carefully conceived to hide the musicians from the eyes of the audience, 
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helping to realize the Wagnerian ideal of absolute dramatic art. In the words of David 

Wiles: 

 
Wagner carried the logic of Plato’s cave to its conclusion, releasing 
the theatre finally from the public […], casting the spectators into 
darkness, and tying them with invisible bonds that prevented them 
from looking to left or right.85 
 
 
 

 

Figure 12. Bayreuth Festival Hall, audience view.
86
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Figure 13. Bayreuth Festival Hall, stage view.
87

 

 

This does not mean, however, that there was a single historical model for our 

concert halls. With his Bayreuth Hall Wagner was, in fact, fighting against the 

dynamics practiced in the established model of his times: the théâtre à l’italienne. 

The Italian theatre can be defined as an encircling auditorium, and a perspective 

stage laid along a central axis.88 Theatres using this design conception were 

particularly influential as prime venues for the dynamics of Italian opera 

performances, suggesting that the théâtre à l’italienne might be defined not just in 

terms of design, but also in terms of the behaviour of both performers and audience, 

as will be discussed later on. 
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Figure 14. Teatro alla Scala, Milan, a good example of the structure and design of the théâtre à l’italienne.
89

 

 

 

As can be seen from this picture of Milan’s La Scala, it is clear that one of the 

characteristics of the théâtre à l’italienne is the limited view that a considerable part 

of the audience seated in the boxes had of the stage area. Therefore, when we talk 

about a ‘frontal’ experience in this case, we also need to assume that this would 

mean a view of other members of the audience for a considerable number of 

spectators, with the performance area being viewed sideways. A number of 

researchers have observed that the act of ‘seeing and being seen’ were of utmost 

importance in opera events. As Michael (2004) writes, “the opera house was the 

most important social environment in most Italian cities. It reinforced social status 

through the physical placement of spectators in the hall.”90  

 

Stepping away from opera houses, we might be able to observe an attempt to 

emulate the same layouts and dynamics in venues that would host music from 
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considerably different genres. When observing venues such as the Holywell Music 

Room, in Oxford, for example, we can suggest that this type of layout might also 

have served as a model for early purpose-built concert halls. The Holywell venue is 

famous, particularly among musicians, for its acoustics, but, built in 1748, it is also 

notable as being considered the first purpose-built concert hall in Europe.91  

 

.  

Figure 15. The Holywell Music Room, in Oxford. 

 

 

The lack of a frontal view from the stage for nearly half of the seats leads us to 

wonder if the Italian style played a vital role in conceiving what nowadays can be 

considered a rather unusual layout for concert halls. Another similar example can be 

observed in pictures of an event at the Hanover Square Music Rooms, founded in 

1774 and for many decades one of the most sought-after concert venues in London. 
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Figure 16. Illustration of a concert at the Hanover Square Concert Rooms.

92
     

                                                                                                  

 

 

Two aspects of venues such as Holywell Music Room and the Hanover Rooms 

are worthy of mention: in both venues, the performance area is presented as an 

elevated platform, conforming to the current dictionary definitions of [stage]; and the 

audience area seems to suggest that the fashion of observing other members of the 

audience remained relevant at this point. The origins of such a layout for music 

performance venues are not completely clear, nor the reasons for its gradual decline, 

apart from Wagner’s ideological concerns. I would suggest, however, that in the case 

of England the endurance of such layout might be connected to the structure and 

habits of the English society of the 18th and 19th centuries. It is known and well-

documented that the first series of subscription concerts was founded in 1765 by 

Johann Christian Bach and Karl Friedrich Abel, followed by many other series in 
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subsequent years. From 1775, due to this great success, the Bach-Abel series 

moved from Carlisle House where it started under the influence of Teresa Cornelys, 

a former singer and self-proclaimed society hostess,93 to the Hanover Square 

Concert Rooms, pictured above. After the move the series kept the highly selective 

process for subscribers that had been at its core since its inception, and which was 

reflected both in the subscription prices and the dynamics of these international and 

fashionable events. Much like Italian operas, the concerts taking place in spaces 

such as the Hanover Square Rooms were essentially social events. As 

harpsichordist Christopher Bucknall said about the musical events put on by Abel 

and Bach: “At the time the most important thing was not the quality of the music, but, 

in fact, who was to be seen at these events.”94 The social provenance of the 

attendees and the layout of the room offer strong evidence of the importance of 

these events in the tightly woven British middle-class of the late-18th and early-19th 

centuries, and the concert reviews and images make it possible to imagine the 

dynamics of such events. Simon McVeigh highlights the role of Cornelys in exploring 

the potential of concerts series within the context of fashionable assemblies, and 

reminds us that ‘her palace of pleasure, regarded by many as the focus of 

aristocratic immorality or, at best, of the marriage market, was the fount of modern 

concert life.’95 McVeigh, elsewhere, offers a more detailed account of the dynamics 

of music events in London during this era: 
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By contrast with the silent ranks of the modern concert hall, the 
atmosphere was more that of an elegant drawing-room, with sofas 
around the sides and the freedom to walk around and converse 
during the performance. Concerts thus joined the Opera as an 
established part of the fashionable week – an élite, prestigious 
entertainment with expensive performers of international reputation 
and the best new instrumental music from abroad.96 
 
 

One could ask how frontal viewing characterized by the lack of a single, 

converging focal point for all audience members and a linear background in the 

performance area, according to my definition described earlier, can be applied in this 

case. One way of interpreting events such as the Hanover Square concerts, which 

are a key part of the origins of the concert tradition currently typical of cities like 

London, is by reflecting upon the focus of the audience members while the events 

took place. Analysing the pictures and quotations above, it is reasonable to suggest 

that, in general, audience members experiencing events in such layouts throughout 

the 18th and 19th centuries97 might have had other audience members as their main 

focus throughout the event, prompting us to reflect upon the many elements with 

which the performance of music would have had to share audience attention, and 

also to consider social elements as one of the most important factors for the 

establishment of such a layout.   

 

In fact, social factors had been playing a major role in the layouts for music 

performance long before the examples above were established. One of the earliest 

examples of indoor stages in England were the Tudor dining halls, where Interludes 

                                                           
96

 Grove Music Online, s.v. “London, 2.Concert Life”. 

97
 In fact, we might argue that this layout can even be found much later in venues such as Nottingham’s Albert Hall, rebuilt after 

a fire and reopened in 1910, “in the style of an Edwardian Theatre or Music Hall”. Although its performance area cannot be 
entirely considered as ‘frontal’ according to my definition, presenting a ‘hybrid’ style with audience seats behind the 
performance area like some other bigger symphonic halls, it is interesting to note the presence, although partial, of such layout 
until relatively late in the development of music performance venues. Nowadays the venue is used to host, apart from concerts, 
a vast array of events, from sports to banquets to fashion shows. For further information, refer to: Albert Hall Conference 
Centre, accessed February 22, 2022, https://www.alberthallnottingham.co.uk/. 

https://www.alberthallnottingham.co.uk/


 

64 

 

would be acted in between courses of a banquet or some other form of 

entertainment for the aristocratic family and their guests.98  

 

Figure 17. Tudor dining hall. Illustration by Richard Southern.
99

 

 

The possible dynamics and special arrangement for the dinners in this kind of hall 

is clearly depicted by Richard Southern: 

 
The master of the house sits, with his family and special guests, on 
the dais across the near end of the Hall. At one end of the dais may 
be an oriel window, at the other the door of entrance. The remainder 
of the household, with retainers and so forth, are seated at two long 
tables down the sides of the Hall. In the centre between them is a 
hearthplace. At the far end is a particular scene of bustle caused by 
the passing to and from the kitchen of the serving men carrying the 
material of the banquet.  This end of a Great Hall or Houseplace is 
constructed in a particular, traditional manner; at the end of either of 
the side walls are two doors, facing each other across the Hall; both 
lead to the open air. […] Beyond the entry lies the kitchen or buttery, 
where the meal is cooked. The kitchen is partitioned-off from the Hall 
by a wall, and approached by one or more doors in this wall which 
are reached by crossing the entry. Now, there are obviously two 
disadvantages to comfort in the arrangement described so far. The 
first is that one could see from the main table down the Hall and 
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directly into the kitchen. The other is that anyone opening either entry 
door will allow the outside air, with wind and rain in their seasons, 
into the Hall itself. Therefore a special feature is installed – a Screen 
across the Hall in front of the kitchen wall and at the nearer side of 
the entry (so transforming the entry into a form of passage). Access 
to the kitchen is obtained by going round the screen at either end, 
and crossing the entry of the door of the kitchen. […] The passage 
behind the Screen may be roofed in such a way as to offer an upper 
gallery across this end of the Hall where musicians might possibly 
play.100 
 
 

Apart from the dynamics of the banquets, it is also interesting to note the position 

of musicians above the Screen; this might be one of the first examples of an indoor 

stage for musicians, based on the current definition of [stage] as an elevated 

platform. The same layout for the room would also be used in the court, with some 

modifications in terms of the surroundings and the size of the structure. One of the 

few remaining examples of such a hall is the Great Hall of Hampton Court Palace, 

near Richmond upon Thames. We can have a better idea of how musicians would 

feature in such events from the pictures below. The first picture shows the general 

layout of the Great Hall, followed by a music performance in an unknown situation 

with performers set above the Screen as described by Southern. 
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             Figure 18. The Great Hall at Hampton Court Palace, showing the setting for a Tudor banquet.
101

 

 

 

                Figure 19. Musicians performing above the Screen at the Great Hall of the Hampton Court Palace.
102

 

 

From these pictures it seems that the performance of either theatre or music was 

generally viewed frontally by the masters of the house, or the royal hosts in the case 
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of Hampton Court. As Richard Southern also notes in regard to the dynamics of 

theatre performances in such settings, under these conditions the actors and 

audience would be mingled together on the floor of the hall; Southern, however, 

makes clear in the same passage that this place ‘was not a stage’.103 Later, however, 

the author comments on a play by J. Phillips from about 1559 which includes the 

direction ‘go once or twice about the stage’. Here, Southern briefly admits the 

possibility that the [stage] might be something other than a raised platform: 

 
Thus we meet unmistakably, if for the first time in the present story, 
the vital word stage. Can it be used merely to refer to a part of the 
floor of the Place? Or does it essentially imply a raised platform? If 
the latter, then we are already on the threshold of the acceptance of 
a new technique.104 
 
 

In this way, Southern suggests that his use of the term [stage] applies to a raised 

platform, favouring the use of the term ‘Place’ to describe where theatrical action 

would occur when such platforms where not used. Southern’s understanding and 

etymologic definition of ‘Place’ has been quoted earlier in this work.  

 

Although performances in the court played an important role in the development 

of the sense of [stage] for performing arts in Europe, particularly in England, the 

same performers and companies would, with much greater regularity, put on events 

for the general public. However, it is important to note that such events, although 

public and unsponsored, were probably still connected to the court, as they might 

have been a means not just to provide another source of income to the performers, 

but also to let them practice their plays before taking them before distinguished 
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private hosts and guests.105 When in the palaces, apart from performing in banquet 

halls in the houses of noble lords, city gentlemen, or in mayoral halls,106 actors and 

musicians would also be required to put on plays as entertainment in ‘apt houses of 

painted canvas’, as stated in the 1571 financial accounts from the Master of the 

Office of the Revels, who took care of logistics for entertainments at the court.107 

Most of these structures were specially created for specific events, which would 

require involvement from many different artists, all paid with royal subsidies. Based 

on the fact that the same plays that were independently performed by diverse 

companies would be presented again at court, we can assume that, although 

differing in quality and ‘pomp’, structures in both situations must have been very 

similar in terms of layout. 

 

According to Southern, the constant evolution of plays and techniques, together 

with the rise of professionalism in the performing arts, meant that independent 

performances that usually happened in more rudimentary structures, such as tents, 

now needed to incorporate other elements, such as backgrounds, dressing rooms, 

and raised stages. The latter, again according to Southern, came so that actors 

could be better seen and heard: 

 
There are several ways by which an actor can come to dominate an 
audience, but the quickest of all, when there is a crowd […] is to lift 
him well up on a platform above the crowd.  There he can ‘pomp’.108 

                                                           
105

 This fact was confirmed by Thomas Ordish, quoting a council communication from 1581, when there were discussions about 
reopening theatres after closure due to the plague in London: “As the sickness was almost ceased, and was not likely to 
increase at this time of the year, in order to relieve the poor players, and to encourage their being in readi-ness with convenient 
matters for her highness's solace this next Christmas, they required them forthwith to suffer the players to practise such plays, 
in such sort, and in the usual places, as they had been accustomed, having careful regard for the continuance of such quiet 
order as had been before observed”. Thomas Fairman Ordish, Early London Theatres: In the Fields (London: Elliot Stock, 
1899), 58. 
 
106

 John Styan, The English Stage: A History of Drama and Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 60. 
 
107

 Southern, The Seven Ages of Theatre, 145. 
 



 

69 

 

From this, one can already understand that, for Southern, the need to ‘dominate’ 

the audience ─ so important in some religious and ritual performances, as we will 

see later ─ is necessarily attached to the very existence of [stage] as a raised 

platform. One of the main features of such elevated platforms, apart from their 

portability and low cost, is the flexibility with which they can be adapted to different 

kinds of events, in the most varied situations. Due to the combination of these 

factors, this was a common solution used in many countries around the world, with 

an impressive degree of variability. Apart from its extensive use in England that 

culminated in what later came to be known as the ‘Elizabethan stage’,109 such 

platforms were also used all over continental Europe. Two good examples are the 

Basque pastorals and the Commedia dell’Arte performances in Venice. 

 

The Basque pastorals are one of the few European performance genres that still 

survive with most of their centuries-old features. Some of these are the strongly 

religious content of plays; the intricate relationship between acting, music, and 

dance; and, of course, the raised stage, which used to be laid on barrels or trestles. 

One notable feature of the performance area is the placing of the musicians above 

the acting platform, in a very similar way to those in Tudor banquet halls. Even 

though some of the musicians could be placed at the back of the main acting area, 

most would be placed on this dedicated platform rising above the back curtain. 
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Figure 20. The Basque Pastorale stage.
110

 

  

In Venice, however, the traditional street performances of the 17th-century called 

for yet another approach to these raised platforms. Some of these performances 

involved ‘collaborations’ between actors, musicians, and doctors, for example, which 

would be branded as ‘charlatan’ acts by many: in these tightly rehearsed shows, 

audience members, mostly foreigners, would be enticed by the music and 

sometimes women towards the trestle stage, where they would watch doctors and 

actors perform scenes that would hopefully result in the purchase of medicines, kept 

in a chest on stage during the whole performance.111 This scene was playfully 

captured by Giacomo Franco as part of his ‘Habiti d’uomini et donne Venetiane’, 

from 1610: 
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Figure 21. ‘Charlatan’ performances in Venice.
112

 

 

Apart from the apparent popularity of such acts in the public places in Venice, two 

other points are particularly worth noting in this illustration: the first is the role of 

musicians, which was not limited to drawing the audience towards the act that was 

about to happen, but also taking centre-stage in the main action as in this case, 

where a young woman plays the lute whilst being leered at by one of the actors, 

which might indicate that the medicine sold would have aphrodisiac effects.113 The 

second notable feature is almost hidden in the picture: six of the characters in the 

audience have subtitles indicating their nationalities, pointing out that these 

spectacles would be put on for an extremely international target-audience. We know, 

                                                           
112

 Giacomo Franco, Abiti d'huomeni et donne venetiane, con la processione della Serma Signoria et altri particolari, cioè trionfi, 
feste et cerimonie publiche della nobilissima città di Venetia (Venice, 1610), 22, Bibliothèque nationale de France, gallica.bnf.fr. 
 
113

 Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 118. 



 

72 

 

in fact, that Venice had already been for centuries a big cultural, commercial, and 

political hub, attracting not only travellers from all over Europe but also from the 

Middle- and Far-East. We also know that it was not only trade that bloomed with the 

ancient routes to the East, but also the exchange of ideas between distanced 

countries, as they learnt and borrowed from each other, which stimulated all sorts of 

further advances.114 In fact, this can be observed in the fact that many of the 

creations and discoveries of one country would travel along these land or maritime 

roads, moving towards the East and the West along with anyone who would face the 

dangers and challenges of these roads. 

 

 The nation responsible for the first development of such routes to the West 

was China, a country that for centuries used one of its main products, the silk, as a 

ticket to acquire not only goods from the West, but also technologies, philosophical 

and religious concepts, and cultural exchanges that would include, of course, the 

performing arts. In China, like in Europe, for centuries artistic events would be held in 

court as well as in public spaces. Traditionally, Asian performing arts, particularly 

Chinese, involve bringing elements of dance, drama, music and poetry into a single 

event, as the separation between these occurred relatively late, and mostly due to 

Western influence.115 Examples of the use of raised platforms for performances can 

be seen as early as the 11th century AD, during the Song dynasty (960-1279 AD), a 

period of considerable development for the arts in that country. 
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Figure 22. An example of performance structures in Song Dynasty.
116

 

 

As can be seen in this picture, the use of raised platforms was strikingly similar to 

the Basque pastorals, even if it seems to have originated much earlier. Considering 

the level of complexity of the performance platform in this painting, we might 

hypothesize that such structures might also have been found in earlier dynasties, 

even if simpler in construction, being closer in style to the European examples. 

However, unlike those examples, the musicians were, at some point, placed on the 

right-hand side of the performance area, where they still sit nowadays in the 

performances of Chinese operas.117 
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Figure 23. Chinese Opera performance in Tianjin, 2015.
118

 

 

It is important to add, however, that raised platforms could also be used in 

situations reflecting the hierarchical organization of society, for example, in spiritual 

practices, the cult of the Emperor, or filial piety. In a series of paintings illustrating 

aspects of the ‘Classic of Filial Piety’, composed between 350-200 BC, the artist-

scholar from the Song dynasty (960-1279 AD), Li Gonglin (李公麟), depicted such 

uses in some of the images, two of which are included below, and another later on in 

this study. In the first of these images, we can observe the use of a raised platform 

as a place to be occupied by the Emperor alone, while the second shows the same 

kind of platform being used by parents who watch their son and daughter play 

musical instruments and dance, probably in response to the Confucian ideals of filial 

piety.119 
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Figure 24. Drawing showing a man paying his respects to the Emperor, by Lin Gonglin (ca.1085).
120

 

 

 

Figure 25. Drawing showing a man and a woman paying respects to their parents, by Lin Gonglin (ca.1085).
121
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It is interesting to note that, from what we have seen so far from Europe and 

China, the idea of hierarchy and power has been constantly connected to the very 

existence of the [stage] as a raised platform. We can also see that such a platform 

has not only been occupied by artistic performers throughout history, but whoever 

was socially and politically understood to exert some kind of dominance over those 

who did not occupy the same space.  

 

There is, however, still another realm that played a major role in the 

establishment of [stage] as a raised platform: spiritual practices. Examples of this 

can be found in cultures as diverse as the Japanese and the Incan. Japanese drama 

is thought by many specialists to be traced back to the myth of Amaterasu and the 

Heavenly Cave, as noted by János Kárpáti: 

 
[…] Japanese tradition traces back to this myth every kind of Shinto 
ceremony coupled with dance and music, i.e. each type of kagura 
and, somewhat more indirectly, the Noh theatre as well.122 
 
 

According to the myth as described in the Kojiki (Records of Ancient Matters) and 

the Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan), Amaterasu, the sun-goddess, locked herself 

into a cave due to the bad deeds of her brother Susa-noo, the god of the oceans, 

before being eventually lured out by the sacred dance performed by Ame-no-uzume. 

The description of this dance in the Kojiki and a little later, in the Nihongi, is believed 

by some researchers to reflect performance practices of the 8th century, when both 

books were written. According to Inoura and Kawatake: 
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[…] it was no event of the Age of the Gods. It was based on the 
events of the world of mortals, but had been moved back in time to 
the mythological scene and handed down as such. […] The 
Chronicles of Japan (Nihon Shoki), completed in 720, even uses the 
term wazaogi, which means ‘imitative gesture’, to refer to it. (Later 
the term came to mean ‘actor’). […] In other words the myth of the 
Heavenly Cave indicates that the basic structural form of Kagura, 
complete with the ritual formality and with modoki (mimicry or a 
simplified and in a sense vulgar explanation of a rite), had already 
been established in the prehistoric period.123  
 
  

The Kagura referred to in the passage above was the representative ‘theatrical 

art’ of the period when people’s lives were centred around Shinto rites.124 Shinto is 

the indigenous religion of Japan, which evolved throughout the centuries without 

losing many of its characteristics, including some of the rites associated with it. With 

the arrival of Buddhism to Japan around the 6th century, under strong Chinese 

influence, the local and foreign religions went through a process of syncretism, which 

resulted in the co-existence and shared practice of both religions up until the present 

day. The passage of the myth to which Inoura and Kawatake particularly refer is 

related not only to Ame-no-uzume’s mythological dance in front of the cave, but also 

includes references to some of the props used, and the general dynamics of the 

event. Here is this passage taken from the first attempted translation of the Kojiki into 

English, made by Basil H. Chamberlain: 
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[…] and Her Augustness Heavenly-Alarming-Female hanging [round 
her] the heavenly clubmoss from the Heavenly Mount Kagu as a 
sash, and making the heavenly spindle-tree her head-dress, and 
binding the leaves of the bamboo-grass of the Heavenly Mount Kagu 
in a posy for her hands, laying a sounding board before the door of 
the Heavenly Rock-Dwelling, and stamping till she made it resound 
and doing as if possessed by a Deity, and pulling out the nipples of 
her breasts, pushing down her skirt-string usque ad privatas partes. 
Then the Plain of High Heaven shook, and the eight hundred myriad 
Deities laughed together.125 
 
 

Apart from the proposed connections between the dance as described in the 

Kojiki and shamanistic (‘Miko’) practices connected to the tradition of the Sarume no 

Kimi family,126 it is of particular interest to notice what is referred to in this text as the 

laying of a ‘sounding-board’ before the door of the mythical cave. Although 

translations of this passage can vary,127 they all agree that some kind of structure 

was described as a platform upon which Ame-no-uzume performed. Below is an 

alternative translation by Phillipi of the same passage, followed by a note that offers 

some more evidence of the connection between the platform used for Ame-no-

uzume and some of the 8th-century practices associated to it: 

 
AMË-NÖ-TA-DIKARA-WO-NÖ-KAMÏ Stood concealed beside the 
door, while AMË-NÖ-UZUME-NÖ-MIKÖTÖ bound up her sleeves 
with a cord of heavenly PI-KAGË vine, tied around her head a 
head-band of the heavenly MA-SAKI vine, bound together bundles of 
SASA leaves to hold in her hands, and overturning a bucket before 
the heavenly rock-cave door, stamped resoundingly upon it.* Then 
she became divinely possessed, exposed her breasts, and pushed 
her skirt-band down to her genitals.128 
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* “Note the various preparations of Amë-nö-uzume-nö-mikötö for 
shamanistic possession. A parallel to the stamping of the overturned 
bucket is found in the ceremonies of the chinkon-sai 
(spirit-pacification ceremony) of the imperial court, in which a wooden 
bucket (or some sort of tub or wooden container) is pounded with the 
staff of a long spear while the emperor’s garments are shaken or 
waved in a magic rite to increase his longevity. Some scholars have 
held that all the rites in this chapter were the same as those of the 
chinkon-sai ceremony, in which indeed the women of the Sarume 
clan played an important role. […].”129 
 
 

Although the ‘improvised’ stage platform in the Kojiki might offer some evidence 

of the 8th-century practices associated with it, and its connection to the development 

of [stage] in the context of Japanese drama, it is also important to note that Kagura 

performances do not necessarily need to take place on these structures. Some 

shrines can include a structure called a kaguraden, specially designed for the 

Kagura performances, although not standardized in the same way as the Noh 

stages, for example. However, as noted by Inoura and Kawatake: 

 
Miko dances are staged on the balcony of the hai’den (‘hall of 
offerings’) or sometimes inside, in front of the altar. […] It is also 
possible but less common to hold theatrical kagura in this building. 
On such occasions, curtains may be hung to divide the space into a 
temporary stage and green room. More often, plays are reserved for 
the kagura’den or are simply performed in the courtyard, where is 
there [sic] more freedom of movement. If the shrine has a 
kagura’den, it will be constructed adjacent to but separate from the 
hai’den.130 
 
 

As we can see from this note, Kagura performances were not limited to specific 

places, as exemplified by the use of other structures such as the haiden or in the 

open courtyard. Based on Inoura and Kawatake’s remarks about the freedom of 

movement made possible by performing in spaces such as courtyards, we may even 

assume that platforms might not have always been used in these situations. 
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As we have seen, Ame-no-uzume’s mythological performance is considered by 

many to be the origin of drama in Japan, and her performance might also be related 

to some of the Japanese shamanistic ritual practices of the 8th century. However, we 

can also arguably assume that the development of Kagura performance platform 

throughout the centuries not only influenced the art of Kagura and the dramatic arts 

in the centuries that followed (e.g. Noh), but also how music was produced and 

viewed within these contexts. Although the function of music in Japanese drama was 

as an accompaniment to the dramatic action the presence of musicians in Japanese 

theatre genres, unlike European genres such as opera, was never concealed from 

the audience, with musicians placed either in the main performance area or on 

adjacent platforms. Noh and Kabuki, for instance, two of the most widely recognized 

surviving forms of Japanese drama, still have dedicated spaces for instrumentalists 

and chorus in their performance area. As we can see from the pictures below, the 

fact that music performers were not concealed from the view of the audience in 

these Japanese dramatic forms may have contributed to an understanding of those 

art forms as essentially complementary and equally important for their continued co-

existence.131 
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Figure 26. Yudate Kagura at the Ebisu Shrine, Kyoto.
132

       

                                                                                                                                

 

Figure 27. Kagura at Haruna shrine, with a close-up showing the presence of musicians in the performance area.
133
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Figure 28. Kaguraden at Shinagawa shrine.
134

                                                                                                                                                     

 

 

 

Figure 29. Noh stage at Chusonji Temple, and Noh performance at Sado Village, with musicians traditionally placed at the 
back of the stage area.

135
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Figure 30. Kanamaruza Kabuki Theatre.
136

 

                                                                                                                                                          

 

As we have seen, performance genres such as the Kagura were originally 

connected to ancient shamanistic rituals, with its performance sites developing 

throughout the centuries from simple wooden boards to more complex structures, 

and playing an important role in the creation of other genres such as the Noh and the 

Kabuki. There are, however, examples of [performance] platforms in other 

civilizations that, for various historical reasons, did not continue to hold a place within 

its culture. This is the case with the Incan ushnus, multifunctional platforms that had 

been widely used throughout the Incan Empire until at least the Spanish invasion in 

the 16th century. Although ushnus had first been formally identified by Europeans in 

the 16th century137 and can still be seen today in the Andes region, their use is 

considerably controversial even among specialists, as can be understood from the 

quote below: 
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Ushnus have been defined in many different ways as: platforms for 
military parades and justice tribunals; places where military leaders 
swore obedience to the Inca; the location for Capac Hucha 
ceremonies; places where the Sapa Inca or his representatives 
spoke about politics and justice; podiums where local authorities 
carried out their responsibilities; places, at least in Cusco, where the 
situa ceremony took place; platforms for ceremonies for fertility 
worship; places for astronomical observations; and centres for 
architectural planning in the principal provincial towns or tampus of 
Tahuantinsuyu.138 
 
 

We can then infer that, in Incan times, ushnus performed political, administrative, 

religious, and calendrical functions. They were raised structures prepared with a 

basin, hole, gnomon, and a drainage system made of stone and mud, adapted for 

rituals and ceremonies that happened in these places, and which would often also 

involve human sacrifices.139  

 

 

Figure 31. Ushnu platform at Acchaymarca (photo ©Proyecto Condesuyos).
140
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It is not clear whether music performers took part in the ceremonies on these 

platforms, or even if the ushnus would be used for music performance in any other 

situations. According to ethnomusicologist Henry Stobart: 

 
From a design perspective, the raised structure of the ushnu may be 
seen to enhance the visual impact of the performances staged on its 
platform. But this form of construction is less likely to be effective for 
auditory communication, as acoustic transmission over a distance of 
more than a few metres requires reflective surfaces to reinforce and 
direct the sound waves. (…) In short, the acoustic properties of 
ushnu platforms are likely to have been incidental to the building and 
design process.141  
 
 

These reasons seem to be strong enough to suppose that music performance 

would not take place on top of the ushnus. However, Stobart later notices a 16th-

century picture by Murúa depicting the Inca Atahualpa seated on top of an ushnu 

while a military general and another musician blows conch shell trumpets and a flute 

on a lower level of the platform. Although not possible to ascertain for sure the size 

of the depicted ushnu, it seems to correspond to one of the smaller platforms from 

which the Inca would address the assembled people allowing for better sound 

projection. 
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Figure 32. The Inca Atahualpa seated on an ushnu facing Francisco Pizarro.
142

 
 

 

There might have been, however, another reason why musicians would not 

perform from these platforms, as also noted by Stobart: 

 
Whilst the dramatic effect (perhaps as much visual as aural) of 
playing a conch or other forms of Inca trumpet from the top of a large 
ushnu platform can be imagined […], other forms of music, song and 
dance would appear to be better adapted to the areas around the 
base of such structures. In addition, these latter forms of display may 
have been constrained to ground level due to the status of the 
performers who in many cases would not have been of noble rank.143  
 

 

Thus, following Stobart’s observations, we could assume that, just like in other 

examples previously mentioned, social ranking probably played a central role in what 

and who would be allowed onto these platforms. It seems that, wherever in the world 
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elevated platforms were used, and depending on the socio-political situation, the 

primary function of these platforms was, in many cases, not the display of art, but the 

display of status and power. However, we should not forget another important 

function of such platforms in the Incan as well as other civilizations: ritual sacrifices. 

In fact, an important document that describes the Incan government and society 

during pre- and post-European invasion written from a purely indigenous point of 

view,144 the Nueva Coronica y Buen Gobierno, by Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, 

illustrates a platform for the first time not as a royal or performative place, but a 

sacrificial one. The context of this illustration is Abraham’s sacrifice of his son Isaac, 

as ordered by God in the biblical book of Genesis.145 In the biblical version, Abraham 

builds an altar on which to place his son Isaac to be sacrificed under God’s 

command. Although impossible to describe precisely the style of altar built by 

Abraham, what we can see depicted here by Ayala is a highly stylized platform with 

characteristics of a permanent rather than a temporary altar. As was noted in the 

description of the myth of Ame-no-uzume in the Kojiki quoted earlier (where the 

platform and props used could be related to the Kagura performances from the time 

when the Kojiki was written, 8th century), here we might be witnessing a similar 

situation, in which a ceremonial platform is depicted within the context of mythology, 

according to the current practices at the time and place of the creation of the 

document. 
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Figure 33. Abrahán, Sacrificio a Dios, con su hijo que pidió a Dios, en Jerusalem,  

by Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala.
146

       

                                                                                          

  

In any case, the fact is that one of the main accepted uses of ushnus in pre-

Colombian times was for ritual sacrifices, in which music and dance would have 

been directly involved. As Stobart notes: 

 
Despite my doubts about the idea of ushnu platforms as stages for 
music, I have nonetheless argued that ushnus […] frequently served 
as central foci for ritual and festive activity involving music and 
dance. Indeed, much evidence exists for the presence of diverse 
forms of festive music and dance performance in the environs of 
ushnus, most notably that of Cusco’s main plaza, Haucaypata.147 
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Some of the rituals connected to the ushnus were related to fertility cults, where 

they played the role of climate regulators;148 others were related to sacred and secret 

offerings to the Sun, which would involve animal and human sacrifices in sacred 

precincts, away from the general public. However, citing a report by chronicler Juan 

de Betanzos in 1551, Ian Farrington notes that after the reconstruction and 

consecration of the Sun temple, Coricancha, the Inca ordered that these rituals 

should later be re-enacted in Haucaypata: 

 
[…] after the reconstruction and consecration of the Sun temple, 
Coricancha, Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui ordered that a second image 
of the Sun be made in stone for placement in Haucaypata in order 
that the general public, who could not enter Coricancha’s sacred 
precinct, would be able to witness re-enactments of the ceremonies 
and sacrifices that had taken place during that ceremony. […] These 
are the components of the ushnu complex of the temple itself: the 
image of the Sun stood on a dais […], with a pit before it, as an 
entrance to the underworld, to receive the human offering. [...] The 
same components were then replicated in the construction of the 
ushnu complex in Haucaypata as the stone image the Sun was 
erected on the platform where the Sapa Inca, the son of the Sun, 
also sat, while there was a hole and font to receive libations, burnt 
offerings of llamas and food.149 
 
 

The idea of the re-enacting of a ritual is very close to the essence of drama, as 

the Inca and priests would, as we could assume from Betanzos words, emulate and 

reproduce actions realized elsewhere and in a different situation. We could also 

propose the idea that the spectatorship (or its etymologically relative ‘spectacle’) of 

these rituals is somewhat similar to the cult of Dionysus in Greece, accepted by 

many as the inception of European drama. The origins of the latter, however, could 

not be considered a ‘re-enactment’ per se. When analysing one of the oldest Greek 

theatres still in existence, at Thorikos, it can be observed that the seating structure 
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known as the theatron emerged in order to offer a prime view, to thousands of 

spectators, of the end of a procession that would climb from the harbour a few 

hundred metres away and halt for an offering to the god Dionysus in his temple’s 

‘stage-left’, being followed by a sacrifice on the altar ‘stage-right’.150 Therefore, here, 

where some of the ritualistic acts of the origins of European drama took place, the 

permanent built structure ─ apart from the temple and altar ─ would not be where the 

ritual performers acted, but where spectators would sit to watch the proceedings.   

 

 

Figure 34. The theatre at Thorikos.
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Figure 35. Schematics of the theatre at Thorikos.
152

                                                                                                                                            

 

 

Following the dynamics of the performances that would take place in this space, 

David Wiles writes: 

 
The performance of dances and plays was incidental to the main 
business of a Greek festival: marshalling a procession that 
culminated in a sacrifice, to be followed by a distribution of the 
sacrificial meat. […] Greek theatre space can be understood as a site 
where the procession halts and is broken, where communal action 
and forward progress are interrupted.153 
 
 

Therefore, unlike the Incan ushnus where platforms would be used, among other 

possibilities, to perform or re-enact rituals, Greek theatre in its origins was focused 

on offering a permanent place for the spectators who would sing and dance during 

and after the Dionysian rituals. However, if we focus on the performance area, it is 
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interesting to consider the placement of the orchestra, which, although it has been 

systematically researched and discussed, still raises questions related to its origins, 

functions, and developments. As we can see in figure 24, some researchers already 

consider the space in front of the audience seating area at Thorikos to be an 

orchestra,154 while others save this term specifically for theatres that presented the 

orchestra as a circular shape.155 In either case, if one accepts Thorikos as the 

departure point for the structural development of Greek theatre, one also needs to 

accept the fact that the ‘roundness’ associated with its later theatrical structures 

might have been, as we will see next, a later characteristic associated with dancing 

and singing. In that case, rather than imposing a frontal viewing with a rectilinear 

stage ─ as the Romans did later when changing the structure of Greek theatres156 ─ 

the Greeks further developed the area around the orchestra, creating a performance 

space that would develop and become a powerful reflection of Greek religion, 

society, and politics. 

 

As we can see in this section, even the ideas related to the most established 

models of frontal experiences associated with our current way of consuming live 

music can be enriched by a wider exploration of the social and structural elements 

associated with such experiences. It is also possible to observe that models such as 

Wagner’s Bayreuth Festival Theatre, which I argue played an important role in the 

inception of the dominant design of our current concert halls, is itself a form of 

resistance to previous layouts and dynamics in music [performance]. Arguably 
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venues such as Wagner’s offered not only a reflection on the current music practices 

of his times, but also offered a possible solution that would be in line with his own 

artistic ideals and the society within which such ideals were to be developed. This is 

relevant to my second and third research questions: as demonstrated in this section, 

our notion of frontal experiences can be further enriched if we analyse how such a 

viewing mode evolved in different cultures, and in various socio-political conditions, 

particularly in situations where some kind of music [performance] was involved. 

Furthermore, some events of the New Stages Series, which will be introduced later 

in this work, show that an exploration of frontal experiences might also offer renewed 

layout and conceptual possibilities to the [performance] of music. By connecting 

theoretical knowledge to practical experimentation, I found I was able to extend the 

artistic reach of music [performance] beyond established theatrical parameters in my 

own work, towards an attitude which I consider to be more artistically inclusive and 

more connected to the conditions and ideals of today. 
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Round Experiences 

 

As we have seen earlier in Souriau’s ideas regarding the ‘cube’ and the ‘sphere’, 

his conception of ‘spherical’ spaces involves the absence of a sense of stage, hall, or 

spatial limits. He also refers to the dynamic centre of the sphere as ‘its beating heart, 

the spot where the action is emotionally at its keenest and most exalted’.157 As I also 

pointed out earlier, Souriau’s remarks were directed at the main forms of theatrical 

practice in use in his time: the théâtre à l’italienne and the theatre-in-the-round. The 

main characteristic of the latter is, indeed, the strong attraction of the central point of 

the performance area, an attraction that has been explored in diverse ways in 

different periods and cultures, or even purposely ignored, as we will see in our next 

examples. Another interesting aspect of such performance spaces is the absence of 

a linear background, to which performers and audience members are constantly 

exposed during the whole event; I consider that, in [performance] situations in such 

structures, the layout leads the audience members to indirectly assume a double role 

as audience and background. 

 

Although Souriau’s remarks about the absence of ‘limits’ seem to conflict with 

those by Southern regarding the importance of the background, I interpret Souriau’s 

ideology as an affirmation of the limitations of the théâtre à l’italienne, particularly its 

characteristic frontal view and clear structural division between performers and 

audience. Thus, applying the same criteria used before, for me the definition of 

round experiences should take into account not only the shape of the [performance] 

area or audience location, but also the quality of the relationship established 
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between performers and audience during the events that happen in such venues. 

For the purposes of this study, round experiences are performative situations where: 

 

 a convergence point is shared by all members of the audience and/or all 

performers, which may or may not be symbolized by a sign, an object, or a 

person; 

 

 the audience members may be placed either surrounding the performance 

area, or completely surrounded by the performers, or side by side with the 

performers, in layouts that may or may not be circular in shape; 

 

 the performance area may or may not be clearly demarcated;  

 

 no background structure is present, and the primary background visible to the 

audience members and/or performers are other audience members and/or 

performers situated opposite them; 

 

 in the case in which audience members are surrounded by the performers, 

the audience members will not be able to look frontally at all the performers at 

once. 

 

As we have seen earlier, one of the most characteristic structures related to 

Greek theatres ─ and also one of the most controversial in terms of origins and uses 

─ is the orchestra. Although usually portrayed as a round area with an altar in the 

middle, the original shape of the orchestra has been a matter of discussion between 



 

96 

 

specialists for many decades. As Elizabeth Gebhard writes in an article published in 

1974: 

 
[…] there appears to have been no fixed shape for the orchestra in 
the early Greek theatre. In no case is there evidence that the 
orchestra had a form different from that of the space defined by seats 
and terrace. […] There is no incontrovertible evidence for an 
orchestra circle before the theatre at Epidauros was built at the end 
of the fourth century BC.158 
 

  

Although the orchestra eventually became a circular structure in the fourth 

century BC, one might argue that, according to my definition outlined above, the 

Greek theatre still cannot be considered to offer a round performance experience, 

due to the presence of a background formed by the landscape and, eventually, the 

skene, an originally wooden structure adjacent to the orchestra that might have given 

origin to the structure that is now generally known as the ‘stage’. However, as we 

can see from figures 36 and 37, the caveas (seating sections, represented by 

numbers 2 and 5 in the schematic) were initially built following the shape of a perfect 

circle in close connection to other elements of the whole structure.159 Although a 

great number of audience members would have the landscape and the skene 

(represented by number 8 in the schematic) as a background, all audience members’ 

views would converge at the centre of the orchestra, where the altar was usually 

placed and the chorus danced and sang, and towards which actors of individual 

roles made their way from the skene.160 
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 Gebhard, "The Form of the Orchestra in the Early Greek Theater," 428-440. 
 
159

 A great amount of research has been done on the mathematical proportions involved in Greek theatres. For a summary of 
the diverse elements involved, see: Rachel Fletcher, “Ancient Theatres as Sacred Spaces,” in The Power of Place & Human 
Environments, ed. James A. Swan (Gateway Books, 1993), 88-106. 
 
160

 Simon, The Ancient Theatre, 07. 
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Figures 36 & 37. The theatre at Epidauros, schematic and aerial views with number 8 representing the skene.
161
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 Adapted from: Raymon V. Schoder, Ancient Greece from the air  (London: Thames & Hudson, 1974), 68-69. 
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Figure 38. Audience view at the theatre at Epidauros.
162

 

 

 

Although there are still many doubts regarding the origins and uses of the 

orchestra,163 the possibility that this place was created in response to earlier circular 

performance practices is worth considering. Many other cultures around the world 

still use the circle as their main formation for centuries-old elaborate dance and 

music practices, without having built or assigned a specific physical structure to it. 

Some examples of such surviving ancient practices are the Bunun and Thao tribes in 

Taiwan, and their singing ceremonies and stone drumming respectively; the 

Kamayurá tribe in the Amazon with their highly sophisticated musical system; and 

vocal ensembles all over Africa.164 Ritual performances occurring in round layouts 

can be associated with numerous social, religious, political, and cosmological 

                                                           
162

 “Epidauros”, Britannica, accessed May 14, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/place/Epidaurus. 
 
163

 Some interesting possibilities are listed in: Simon, The Ancient Theatre, 7. 
 
164

 In fact, in the joint conference “Music Performance in Africa and Brazil”, in 2018 in which I took part with the 
ethnomusicologist Dr. Mwesa Mapoma at the Ngoma Dolce Academy in Lusaka, Zambia, he mentioned that the very concept 
of stage of any sort is relatively new in African communities.    

https://www.britannica.com/place/Epidaurus
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factors.165 Some of these aspects include the sense of community and communal 

action; the dispensability of audience; and the previously mentioned focus of 

attention towards the central point of the space.166  

 

 

Figure 39. Singing performance at the Bunun tribe, Taiwan.
167

 

 
 

 

Figure 40. Evening choir practice in the grounds of St. Patrick's Church, Lusaka, Zambia.
168

 

                                                           
165

 For an impressive account of ritual performances based on the circle, refer to: Abraham Seidenberg, "The Ritual Origin of 
the Circle and Square," Archive for History of Exact Sciences 25, no. 4 (1981): 269-327, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41133635. 
 
166

 Tursun Gabitov et al, “Circle dance as a symbolic form of culture,” International Journal of Advanced Research, 4 (May 
2016): 75-84, www.journalijar.com. 
 
167

 “Singing with the Bunun,” Fusica, accessed June 10, 2021, https://www.fusica.nl/singing-with-the-bunun/. 
 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41133635
http://www.journalijar.com/
https://www.fusica.nl/singing-with-the-bunun/
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Some current non-ritualistic practices involve some of these aspects of ritualistic 

performances, particularly related to the sense of unity and the focus on the middle 

point. In many of these practices, the performance happens around a central object, 

somewhat analogous to the altar in the Greek orchestra. Good examples of such 

practices are the choro and samba ensembles in Brazil, where an unspecified 

number of musicians gather around a table with their backs to the audience 

members (if there are any). In traditional rodas (‘circles’) there is little difference in 

layout and dynamics between rehearsal and performance, which I find, as an 

experienced choro player, adds an element of informality to the performative 

traditions of the genre.  

 

 

Figure 41. A traditional 'roda de choro' in Rio de Janeiro.
169

 

 

 

Apart from some contemporary societies such as in Brazil, evidence of this 

practice can also be found in completely different cultures and periods, as 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
168

 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 

169
“Roda de choro no bar Bip Bip vai homenagear Jacob do Bandolim,” O Globo, accessed May 24, 2021, 

 https://blogs.oglobo.globo.com/ancelmo/post/roda-de-choro-no-bar-bip-bip-vai-homenagear-jacob-do-bandolim.html. 

https://blogs.oglobo.globo.com/ancelmo/post/roda-de-choro-no-bar-bip-bip-vai-homenagear-jacob-do-bandolim.html
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demonstrated below in a Chinese painting from the Tang dynasty (618-907); this 

might point to its potential universality: 

 

 

Figure 42. Picture of a Palace concert, Chinese Tang dynasty (618-907)
170

 
 

 

In both cases, the communal aspect is represented by the table around which the 

performers gather. In the case of the Greek orchestra, the presence of the altar in 

the middle171 transformed a spatial organization that might be regarded as purely 

abstract, with a geometric conception of the centre, into a tangible convergence; 

similarly, in the Brazilian and Chinese examples, the table emphasizes the social 

aspect of the musical production and consumption in those cultures, being 

differentiated from the Greek example by the absence of a pre-assigned structure for 

audience members. In examples such as the choro round, in fact, the presence of 

the audience is usually desirable but not essential for the event to happen, which 

                                                           
170

 Anonymous, Tang Dynasty (618-907), A Palace Concert, ink and colours on silk, National Palace Museum, 
https://www.ibiblio.org/chineseart/contents/arti/c01s04.html#. 
 
171

 Fletcher, “Ancient Theatres as Sacred Spaces,” 3. 

http://www.npm.gov.tw/
https://www.ibiblio.org/chineseart/contents/arti/c01s04.html
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emphasizes even more the importance of the interaction between the musicians, and 

the sense of balance between the different parts.  

 

As can be seen from the previous discussion, social aspects are one of the most 

important reasons for the origin and continued existence of round experiences in 

music. We have seen cases in which performers are set up either surrounding an 

object, such as a table, or in ritual-like situations, which could also involve structures 

such as the orchestra in Greek theatres, with the prevalence of the altar as the focal 

point. However, I would also like to introduce a few examples, spanning five 

centuries, of round structures that do not belong to my definition of round 

experiences, but offer other views of the social aspects connected to these layouts.  

 

The first example is taken from 17th-century Germany, and is part of a highly 

imaginative book by architect Joseph Furttenbach titled Mannhaffter Kunst-Spiegel, 

first published in 1663, a compendium in which he explores a wide range of ideas 

related to stage design, military fortification and weaponry, garden layout and 

architecture.172 One of the projects listed is a hall called the Schawspilsaal, 

consisting of a round central hall with four separate theatre spaces positioned at 

each axis (see fig.31).173 One of the possible uses suggested by the author for this 

hall was as a banquet room, with two alcove buffets (credenz) on opposite sides. A 

round table could then be setup in the middle, and ‘[…] high above each buffet a 

                                                           
172

 Joseph Furttenbach, Mannhaffter Kunst-Spiegel, Oder Continuatio, vnd fortsetzung allerhand Mathematisch- vnd 
Mechanisch-hochnutzlich- So wol auch sehr erfrölichen delectationen, vnd respectivè im Werck selbsten experimentirten freyen 
Künsten (Schultes,1663), 256, https://katalog.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/titel/67475857. 
 
173

 This project will also be discussed in the next section. 

https://katalog.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/titel/67475857
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heaven is made of clouds where the singers and performers on trumpets, cornets, 

drums, and the organ can make music out of the sight of the guests.’174 

 

 

Figure 43. The Schwaspilsaal, as drawn by Furttenbach.
175

 

 

Furttenbach continues explaining how the banquets should take place, and the 

dynamics employed to make them work when combined with a series of plays 

presented on each of the four stages.176 This is particularly interesting to note at this 

point because it represents an inversion of the round layout observed in ritualistic 

and contemporary practices such as the roda de choro. Furttenbach’s ideas are, in 

general, connected to the Italian ideals in art and architecture already dominant at 

                                                           
174

 Barnard Hewitt, ed., The  Renaissance Stage: Documents from Serlio, Sabbattini and Furttenbach, trans. Allardyce 
Nicoll, John McDowell, George Kernodle (Coral Gables: University of Miami Press, 1958), 246-248. 
 
175

 Furttenbach, Mannhaffter Kunst-Spiegel, 256.  
 
176

 Although the Schwaspilsaal was part of a highly idealistic compendium of treatises which also involved other subjects, it is 
interesting to note that, although in a round space, the idea of the social function of music and musicians was very much the 
same as we have seen earlier in stages such as the Tudor dining hall, serving as part of the entertainment of the evening, and 
as accompaniment to plays. 
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his time,177 of which the layouts and dynamics of the théâtre à l’italienne were a 

prime example. His ideas for such a layout are not only an inversion in the structural 

sense, by putting the audience members in the middle, but to also present some 

interesting issues regarding the focal point of the events that would take place in 

such a space. In the Schwaspilsaal, where the actors and musicians surround the 

audience members by performing on the peripheral stages, it is hard to imagine that 

the “roundness” of this experience would exert the same attraction as was 

passionately preached by Souriau and the supporters of the theatre-in-the-round. 

This is an interesting case of a hybrid space, and it is also worth noting how, while 

keeping the same basic layout, a simple inversion in the positions of performers and 

audience might exert a strong influence on the character of the event itself. 

 

About a century later, in England, other examples of round structures were also 

used to insert music within the context of entertainment, in conjunction with many 

other performative genres. These were generally known as ‘pleasure gardens’, 

which were privately-run sites of entertainment. The musical events that happened in 

these places were considered by some to be the ‘real beginning of the Promenade 

Concerts’.178 The most well-known examples of ‘pleasure gardens’ were those at 

Vauxhall, Ranelagh, and Marylebone, in London, which concentrated a great variety 

of different entertainments into one space and which featured in their long histories a 

great array of local and foreign musicians, including figures such as Handel, Mozart, 

and Haydn. As can be seen from the painting below of Ranelagh, by Canaletto, 

                                                           
177

 Hewitt, ed., The Renaissance Stage, 178. 
 
178

 Thomas Lea Southgate, "Music at the Public Pleasure Gardens of the Eighteenth Century," Proceedings of the Musical 
Association 38 (1911): 141-59, http://www.jstor.org/stable/765570. 
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music was inserted into the wider world of entertainment, reflected by the needs and 

interests of the ever-growing London bourgeois society.   

 

 

Figure 44. Ranelagh Pleasure Garden, as painted by Canaletto in 1754.
179

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 45. Detail of the orchestra at Ranelagh Pleasure Garden, as painted by Canaletto in 1754. 

 

                                                           
179

 Canaletto, London: Interior of the Rotunda at Ranelagh, 1754, oil on canvas, 47 x 75.6 cm, National Gallery, London, 
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-london-interior-of-the-rotunda-at-ranelagh. 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-london-interior-of-the-rotunda-at-ranelagh
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In venues such as Ranelagh, instrumental music was just one offer in a wider 

complex of ‘pleasures’, which might also involve dance, games, private lounges, 

acrobatics, hot air balloon demonstrations, dining, and whatever else could keep the 

paying customers entertained for as long as possible.180 Both Vauxhall and 

Ranelagh, by far the most prominent ‘pleasure gardens’ in their times, included 

structures specifically built for music. In fact, the octagonal orchestra at the Vauxhall 

Gardens, built in 1735, is considered to be possibly the first building in London 

designed specifically and solely for the performance of music.181  At the round 

structure of Ranelagh, as can be seen in the painting above, the musicians would be 

placed on one side, on an elevated platform. This would mean that, although the 

larger structure was a round one, the mode of viewing music at this venue was still 

frontal. The focal point in the centre of the building was taken by a fireplace, which 

would probably offer a more comfortable temperature in the cold winters and the 

unpredictable London weather.182 In the case of its oldest rival, Vauxhall, however, 

the structure for musicians was an octagonal platform around which people could be 

free to circulate. Unlike Ranelagh, Vauxhall was mostly an outdoors space, with the 

exception of a rotunda and the dining areas that can be seen on the left in 

Canaletto’s painting below: 

 

                                                           
180

 “Pleasure Gardens, London's first music venues,” Museum of London, accessed June 05, 2021, 
https://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/discover/music-vauxhall-pleasure-gardens. 
 
181

 David Coke and Alan Borg, Vauxhall Gardens: A History (London and New Haven : Yale University Press, 2011), 195.  
 
182

 In my view, if we would like to take a step further and interpret the presence and positioning of the fireplace as the focal 
point, we can interpret that the main focus of venues such as Ranelagh was to offer comfort to its clients, so they could be 
entertained for as long as possible by the many ‘pleasures’ surrounding them. 

https://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/discover/music-vauxhall-pleasure-gardens
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Figure 46. The Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, as painted by Canaletto, showing the orchestra on the right.
183

 

 

 

Figure 47. The orchestra at the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens.
184
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Canaletto, “The Grand Walk, Vauxhall Gardens, London” c.1751, oil on canvas, 51 x 76 cm, Collection Compton Verney. 
Displayed as part of “The Triumph of Pleasure: Vauxhall Gardens 1729 – 1786,” The Foundling Museum, accessed June 02, 
2021, https://foundlingmuseum.org.uk/events/triumph-of-pleasure-vauxhall-gardens/. 
 
184

 Warwick Wroth and A.E. Wroth, The London pleasure gardens of the eighteenth century (London: Macmillan, 1896), 310. 

https://foundlingmuseum.org.uk/events/triumph-of-pleasure-vauxhall-gardens/
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As we can see in figures 46 and 47, the structure of the orchestra was, although 

an important one, just another in a set of structures distributed around the Garden. 

We can also assume that music would most likely be heard either by the strolling 

and dining visitors, or as a ‘proper’ concert, with similar view and dynamics as those 

at Ranelagh, apart from the different layout.185 Although the structure for musicians 

was called an orchestra, the structure was open ‘in the front, facing the west’,186 with 

audience members standing facing the musicians, characterizing a frontal 

experience. 

 

A little more than a century after the official closure of the Vauxhall Pleasure 

Gardens in 1859,187 the idea of a spherical structure containing music performance 

was again developed in a different context. In 1970, the composer Karlheinz 

Stockhausen idealized and developed, along with TU Berlin, one of the most 

controversial and daring projects of his career: a spherical auditorium for the West 

German pavilion of Osaka’s World Fair.  Since the 1950s Stockhausen had already 

been incorporating space into the fabric of his compositional work, and the 1970 

spherical auditorium was a very important showcase for his ideas and the 

possibilities of music-making at the time. The three elements for the realization of 

this project were the architect, the composer, and technicians, where ‘[…] the 

composer Karlheinz Stockhausen decided what was to be done, the technicians 

                                                           
185

 In other examples such as the St Helena’s Gardens, one of the Pleasure Gardens that emerged in imitation of Vauxhall and 
Ranelagh, the orchestra structure was set in front of a dancing platform, clearly assigning the function of music in that garden. 
 
186

 Warwick, The London pleasure gardens of the eighteenth century, 302. 
 
187

 “The delight of all persons of reputation and taste: Vauxhall gardens 1661-1859,” Vauxhall Gardens, accessed June 10, 
2021, http://www.vauxhallgardens.com/vauxhall_gardens_briefhistory_page.html#Introduction. 

http://www.vauxhallgardens.com/vauxhall_gardens_briefhistory_page.html#Introduction
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from the TU Berlin and Siemens decided how it could be done, and the architect 

decided where it would be done.’188 

 

Despite featuring many fixed media pieces, there was a strong emphasis on live 

acts in the newly conceived auditorium; this was regardless of the transient quality of 

the audience and the many logistic issues involved in the project as a whole. 

 

 

Figure 48. The spherical auditorium in the German pavillion at the  

Osaka’s Expo 1970, with Stockhausen at the control table.
189
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 Sean Williams, “Osaka Expo ’70: The promise and reality of a spherical sound stage,” Insonic, November 2015, Karlsruhe, 
Germany, http://oro.open.ac.uk/48743/. 
 
189

 “Spiral,” Stockhausen: Sounds in Space, accessed June 08, 2021, http://stockhausenspace.blogspot.com/2014/06/opus-27-
spiral.html. 

http://oro.open.ac.uk/48743/
http://stockhausenspace.blogspot.com/2014/06/opus-27-spiral.html
http://stockhausenspace.blogspot.com/2014/06/opus-27-spiral.html
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Figure 49. Sketches for Hinab-Hinauf, written specially for the Expo 1970.
190

 

 

 

By analysing Figure 48, we can see that, despite the apparent avant-garde 

aspect of the space and the technology involved, the positioning of performers and 

audience was very similar to a traditional concert hall characterized by frontal 

viewing. From this picture we can probably assume that, in this case, Stockhausen’s 

idea for a new concert hall was much more connected to the acoustic experience 

made possible by the combination of electronics and building structure than to the 

dynamics of the performance events, which happened daily, throughout the day, 

during the whole duration of Expo.191 Although the piece was not realized, from the 

sketches for Hinab-Hinauf we can further understand how the composer conceived 

his spatial ideas from the start by paying attention almost exclusively to the 

positioning of speakers throughout the seven levels of the auditorium, and little 
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 Sean Williams, “Osaka Expo ’70”. 
 
191

 According to Williams, these extenuatingly repetitive performances, together with matters of authorship in some improvised 
works, even caused some members of Stockhausen’s ensemble to leave the group.  
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attention to the positioning of the performers and audience, which also contributed to 

some of the acoustic issues faced by the team when performing in Osaka.192 

 

In more recent times, some venues and festivals have also been experimenting 

with the interaction between live performance and technology. The focus, however, 

seems to have shifted from acoustic innovations to visual ones, potentially triggered 

by the great advances and general public interest in the possibilities offered by the 

advances in video technologies. Although this media has been used artistically for 

decades, particularly in installations, the technology for recording, projecting, and 

consuming videos has evolved exponentially in the last few years. One venue that 

offers a good example of such cross-media possibilities is Atmasfera360, in Moscow. 

Founded in 2016, Atmasfera360 is a space where audiences can “watch interactive 

performances, theatrical performances and parties in 360˚ with visual effects on a 

huge dome screen”.193  
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 Williams, “Osaka Expo ’70”. 
 
193

 “Gallery,” Atmasfera360, accessed June 09, 2021, https://www.atma360.ru/. 

https://www.atma360.ru/
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Figure 50. A concert at Atmasfera360, in Moscow.
194

 

  

 

Figure 51. A dance performance at Atmasfera360, in Moscow.
195

 

  
 

Although the high-tech video equipment and projections can create the sense of 

a completely new experience, the venue otherwise offers a stage platform half-

surrounded by a seated audience, similar to some traditional concert halls. The 

images and videos projected onto a round dome during the performances prompt 

                                                           
194

 Atmasfera360, “Gallery”. 
 
195

 Atmasfera360, “Gallery”. 



 

113 

 

reflections concerning whether the stage in this venue is frontal or round, particularly 

with regard to the definition of background. Here, the projections not only force us to 

expand our present definition of background, but also create the illusion, in an 

augmented way, of outdoor elements in indoor settings. For me, apart from the vast 

projections, such performance situations could be considered visually similar to what 

might have been experienced in ancient Greek theatres, where performers and 

audience were regularly exposed to the elements of nature. This is a concrete 

example of how technology and performance structures can interact in order to 

connect, in an organic way, layouts and structures seemingly disconnected in time 

and space. Such historical and cultural interactions are a good example of how 

performance spaces in our times are evolving in the multi-faceted and multi-cultural 

ways of which I spoke earlier.           
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[Empty Spaces]  

 

The last category I would like to explore is what I called [empty spaces], which in 

my understanding are [places] that do not rely on any pre-existing structural 

demarcation of specific areas for performers or audience, and are instead activated 

for the duration of a given event. In relation to the need of a ‘temporary’ and ‘defined’ 

[place] as explored at the introduction of this chapter, it is important to emphasize the 

three terms that I have also explored earlier: [space], [place], and [emptiness]. A 

nuanced view of these terms is needed in order to understand not only the character 

that [stage] might assume in this category, but also the aesthetic and artistic 

characteristics of the events happening in [empty spaces].196 

 

As with the two previous categories, [empty spaces] can be out- or indoors. 

Perhaps the most recognizable form of outdoor [empty spaces] can be seen in street 

performances, as shown in the following collection of images taken in London’s 

iconic Soho, where performances happen in a variety of layouts formed 

spontaneously by performers and audience. All these performances took place on 

the same morning, in some cases only a few metres from each other. 
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 [Empty spaces], due to their high adaptability to various layouts and dynamics, were the chosen venues for the case-study 
events of the New Stages Series, which will be analysed in more detail in chapter 4. 
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Figure 52. Performer (in the circle) at Piccadilly Circus, London.
197

 

 

 

Figure 53. Performer in Soho, London.
198
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
 
198

 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
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Figure 54. Performer in Soho, London.
199

 

 

 

In each of these three examples performers and spectators were present across 

a non-delimited area, and yet the layouts that were naturally formed can easily be 

linked to very familiar built structures. Even though the complex historical, socio-

political, and psychological reasons for this are not within the scope of this project,200 

it is interesting to note that the [emptiness] of the pavement is here used, in quite a 

natural way, as a ‘creative receptacle’ in the sense derived from Japanese aesthetics 

and put into words by Kenya Hara, as we have seen earlier. Here, the [empty space] 

of the pavement allows the co-existence of clearly diverse layouts. In Figure 52 the 

performer deliberately presents his back to a seated audience at Piccadilly Circus, 

while facing the walking and standing spectators. In Figure 53, the layout reflects 

Souriau’s ‘sphere’, with the performer clearly positioned in the focal point and the 

audience forming a nearly perfect circle around him. In Figure 54 the performer is 
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
 
200

 Apart, of course, from what has already been discussed concerning the Greek orchestra possibly having resulted from 
earlier dancing practices. What happens particularly in Figures 53 and 54, however, is the inverse, where the layout of the 
audience seems to be emulating those of built structures. 
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seated, and audience members position themselves in perfect alignment following 

the limits of the performer’s gaze.201 It is interesting to note here, from a historic point 

of view, that the positioning of the performer and the donations ‘bucket’ are, 

respectively, in relative proportion to the place of the skene and the sacrificial altar in 

an ancient Greek theatre, as discussed earlier.  

 

Interestingly, although Figure 52 seems to present a somewhat chaotic situation 

resulting from the lack of well-defined spatial delimitations and specific dynamics 

between performer and spectators, this [performance] situation can be related to 

other ancient theatrical practices that David Wiles called processional theatre.202 As 

we have previously seen, one of the oldest surviving theatres in Greece 

demonstrates how the origins of the structure of Greek theatre might have close 

connections to the culmination of a processional event and its spatial arrangements. 

In many other cultures and periods there are events that traditionally make use of 

processional space in different layouts, in practices deeply ingrained within the 

history and structure of the societies that generated them. Some ceremonies and 

festivities still surviving and in which music is an essential element include the 

Bolivian tinku, the Brazilian carnival, and the Zambian ubuomba.  

 

The tinku is a pre-Columbian ritual that is still performed mainly in the province of 

Macha, Bolivia. The performance of the ritual is comprised of a sequence of different 

actions, and music assumes different functions for most of them. Two of the most 

important happenings in the tinku are the gathering of musicians from different 

                                                           
201

 The very few people standing behind the performer’s back are apparently more concerned with recording and taking pictures 
of the event rather than taking part in it. 
 
202

 Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 64. 
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communities, and fights between individuals from these communities, some still 

carrying musical instruments, in which blood is expected to be spilled on the ground 

to guarantee, according to their beliefs, a prosperous upcoming harvest. In tinku, the 

streets of Macha set the performative space, and the groups of musicians from 

different communities are the main performers for some parts of the ritual.203 

 

 

 

Figures 55 & 56. Tinku ceremony in Bolivia. Musicians in procession (above), followed by fighting (below).
204
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 For more details about the Bolivian tinku, see: Henry Stobart, Music and the Poetics of Production in the Bolivian Andes 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006). 
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 “Scuffling during Tinku in Bolivia - vpro Metropolis 2014,” YouTube, October 16, 2014, https://youtu.be/0BWgZy-Xs5U. 
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Further interesting manifestations of processional performance practice still 

surviving in South America are the Brazilian carnival parades, which happen in many 

cities around the country, with the Rio de Janeiro parade being the most 

internationally renowned. The carnival in Brazil is a widespread celebration that is 

comprised of many performative situations that, apart from music, also involve 

dancing, drinking, and acting.205 The spaces and layouts used are equally varied, 

from open spaces in the streets to private indoor venues, and the function of music 

also depends on the situation in which it is performed. In the specific case of the 

parades, which are large events that happen in the middle of the carnival period 

featuring dozens of samba schools, the music performers follow the floats for the 

whole duration of the school’s appearance, which usually takes about 2 hours and is 

watched by thousands of spectators from structures set on the sides of the 

performance space. It is interesting to note that, in the same period and in a similar 

yet not structured spatial arrangement, millions of people take to the streets following 

special lorries that carry, on their tops, musicians who play live for the crowd in the 

streets. The fact that the lorries move between two pre-determined points, usually 

the beginning and the end of the seaside avenues in beach cities, might also 

connect this performance to processional spaces, in which the street and the 

seashore are taken over by the huge crowds of spectators, who move along with the 

lorries throughout the event.  

 

                                                           
205

 For more details about the Brazilian carnaval, see: Roberto Da Matta and Ray Green, "An Interpretation of ‘Carnaval’,” 
SubStance 11/12 (1982): 162-70, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3684188. 
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Figure 57. Carnival parade in Rio de Janeiro, as seen from the side structures for the audience.
206

 

 

 

 

Figure 58. Lorries and crowds in the Carnival in the streets of Salvador.
207
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 “Portela, Viradouro, Vila Isabel, Salgueiro e Unidos da Tijuca são fortes candidatas ao título,” Band.com.br, February 26, 
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 “49% dos brasileiros vão preferir festas menores no Carnaval, mesmo após vacina, diz pesquisa da Estalo,” Anota Bahia, 
September 22, 2020, https://anotabahia.com/49-dos-brasileiros-vao-preferir-festas-menores-no-carnaval-mesmo-apos-vacina-
diz-pesquisa-da-estalo/ . 
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The ubuomba was developed in Zambia – a term derived from the ingomba 

(royal musicians) – in an attempt to incorporate local music and dance into Catholic 

ceremonies.208 Following a series of discussions mediated by the Dutchman Charles 

Rijthoven in the 1950s, and a set of imposed limitations on what was acceptable 

practice, the ubuomba started to be increasingly tolerated by the Catholic Church 

because it offered a way in which a local community could accept the Catholic view 

of God. One fact that caught my attention when observing one of these Catholic 

ceremonies in Lusaka in 2018 was the fact that the central corridor of the church, 

which is usually used for the entrance and exit of the persons directly engaged in 

presiding over the mass, was often transformed into a processional space for the 

ubuomba performers, moving from the back of the church and reaching the altar at 

the front, where they kept performing by using a wide variety of formations. In this 

way, even though this [performance] is observed frontally by the congregants, the 

performers are clearly more concerned in showing their acceptance and veneration 

of God, symbolized by the priest and the altar, presenting their back to the 

congregants during most of the act. After finishing each of these acts, they exit the 

church through the side door, and come back in other symbolic moments during the 

mass. After their final act, though, the performers walk back through the main 

corridor and exit the church through the front door.209 From this point on a major 

procession begins in the streets, and they are followed and surrounded by the whole 

congregation while singing some of the songs that had been performed earlier in the 

church. In this way, I observed that the church area is used in two different ways: 

                                                           
208

 For more details about the Zambian ubuomba, refer to: Kapambwe Lumbwe, “Ubuomba: Negotiating indigenisation of 
liturgical music in the Catholic Church in Zambia,” The Journal for Transdisciplinary Research in Southern Africa 10 (2014): 15. 
 
209

 It is interesting to note the similarities and contrasts between the Zambian ubuomba and the Bolivian tinku, when dealing 
with ‘foreign’ European Catholic celebration. As Stobart wrote regarding a section of the tinku ceremony: “At dawn on the first 
day of the feast (pasante) the siku band entered the church, removing their hats and, with an immense sense of devotion and 
seriousness, knelt facing the altar to play a series of copla in honour of the saints and the church. […] After playing, the 
musicians always walked backwards to exit the church, facing the altar as a mark of respect.” Stobart, Music and the Poetics of 
Production in the Bolivian Andes, 180. 
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firstly, as entry-points for ‘guests’ within a foreign ceremony, respecting the spatial 

constraints imposed by the church’s layout; and, secondly, as a [place] for 

celebratory and inclusive [performance] in line with local spiritual practices. In both 

cases, music plays a central part through intricate singing and drumming, and the 

[place] is made flexible and adaptable by the attitude of the performers. 

 

 

Figure 59. Ubuomba being performed during a Catholic mass in Lusaka.
210
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
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Figure 60. Ubuomba performers and congregants in procession in the streets after the celebration in the church.
211

 

 

 

It is tempting to isolate these performative manifestations from our current 

expectations of music [performance] by boxing them into categories such as 

‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ performances. However,  for me there are conceptual links 

between ancient Greek theatrical practice, particularly those related to its supposed 

origins at Thorikos, and the three processional practices described above, as well as 

in Figure 52. We might also consider the layouts formed in Figures 53 and 54 as 

aesthetically linked to certain layouts and built structures that are part of the 

development of the idea of [performance] [spaces] and [stage] in many cultures and 

historical periods. 
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 



 

124 

 

The previous examples can be characterized by their outdoor nature. We have 

seen how the [empty space] of the pavement, as in the case of London’s Soho, can 

embrace different kinds of layout possibilities, and how streets can also be used for 

processional [performances] that can range from rather chaotic layouts to well-

defined ones, as in the case of the Bolivian tinku and the Brazilian carnival, 

respectively. In all these examples, whenever [performances] happen in the streets 

or on pavements, no clear demarcations for the [stage] are present, reflecting my 

definition of [empty spaces]. There are, however, instances in which temporary 

demarcation can be made, setting the ‘stage area’ apart from the ‘audience area’, as 

can be seen in figures 61, 62, and 63. Based on my observations, demarcation in 

[empty] spaces usually takes place when the performers need that area to move 

freely, or the area is set aside due to safety rather than artistic needs. Although 

demarcating a specific area could mean, in some cases, that the performers are 

suggesting (or enforcing, for safety reasons) a pre-determined layout for the 

[performance] ─ rather than it being defined by the audience, as in the previous 

examples ─ this is also an interesting aspect to be noted regarding the flexible 

nature of [empty spaces], in both conceptual and practical ways.  
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Figure 61. Performer demarcates the performance area with a rope.
212

 

 

 

Figure 62. Dance performance within an area demarcated by water.
213

 

 

 

In London, the stickers on the floor for performers in some underground stations 

are already iconic examples of demarcated performance areas in indoor spaces. 

Although space in the often crowded stations can be a complicated matter, it is 
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
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interesting to note how these demarcated [stages] are acknowledged, and 

sometimes avoided, by the passing passengers, even during rush hours. Another 

interesting aspect is that this form of busking at busy stations can arguably be 

considered an inversion of the concept of a parade within processional spaces, in 

which the performers of ritual ceremonies move before the eyes of a relatively static 

audience. Here, it can be assumed that the audience’s focus lies elsewhere, and the 

attention dispensed to the performer, if any, is typically very low. Just like in street 

events, a donations container ─ instruments cases, hats, buckets, for example ─ 

usually takes up a considerable amount of space within their already limited 

demarcated area. 

 

 

Figure 63. Stickers marking the performance area at Waterloo Station, in London.
214
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 Personal archive, photo from June 2018. 
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Figure 64. A performer at a station of the London Underground.
215

 

 

   

There are various indoor performance spaces in London that can be considered 

[empty spaces] according to my definition, three of which are listed below.216 Two of 

these examples have been purpose-built in order to accommodate artistic events, 

and one is an adapted venue. The first example is the Performance Space at the 

Library at Willesden Green. Although the space incorporates a built-in seating area, 

as can be seen in the picture below , in my view this structure does not impose a set 

layout upon the events taking place in the venue, allowing for the exploration of 

diverse layouts and events dynamics.  
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  “Buskers to audition for London Underground licences,” BBC News, August 08, 2017, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
england-london-40865017. 
 
216

 It is interesting to note that Furttenbach’s previously mentioned 17
th
-century Schawspilsaal already presented strong 

adaptable characteristics related to my definition of [empty spaces]. For a contemporary visual rendering of Furttenbach’s idea, 
refer to: https://theatresenutopie.tumblr.com/post/41031557882/joseph-furttenbach-mannhafter-kunstspiegel-ulm. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-40865017
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-40865017
https://theatresenutopie.tumblr.com/post/41031557882/joseph-furttenbach-mannhafter-kunstspiegel-ulm
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Figure 65. Performance Space at the Library at Willesden Green.
217

 

 

 

 

Our second example is Ambika-P3, at the University of Westminster. Built in the 

1960s, this venue was adapted to host a vast range of events, from exhibitions to 

concerts. The only structural reference points are two sets of stairs on opposite 

sides, and the concrete floor is thoroughly adaptable to a wide possibility of layouts. 

This is a very good example of how a venue that was not previously built for 

[performance] can be adapted into a flexible and multi-use [empty space]. 
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 “First glimpse at new and improved Willesden Green library,” My London, July 30, 2015, 
https://www.mylondon.news/incoming/gallery/first-glimpse-new-improved-willesden-9760087. 
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Figure 66. Ambika P3, at the University of Westminster.
218

 

 

   

Finally, our third example of [empty space] is the Angela Burgess Recital Hall 

(ABRH), at the Royal Academy of Music. This is an award-winning, purpose-built 

venue for music events, characterized by light-coloured, wooden flooring and walls, 

combined with a metal and wooden oculus at the centre of the ceiling. The hall was 

built with serious consideration to its acoustic properties, such as a state-of-the-art 

insulation, and a drapes system that allows for a more refined acoustic flexibility.        
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 “Ambika-P3,” Fabfest, accessed June 29, 2021, http://fabfest.london/ambika-p3/. 
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Figure 67. The Angela Burgess Recital Hall, at the Royal Academy of Music.
219

 

 

Although presenting all the structural and conceptual characteristics that I 

consider define [empty spaces], some issues related to the actual everyday use of 

the ABRH are important to note, such as the constant presence of a piano in the 

venue, without the possibility of hiding it or putting it away. In my view, the piano 

creates a focal point wherever it is in the space, making it harder, if not impossible, 

to make full use of the venue’s structural flexibility in cases where this instrument is 

not needed. The heavy chairs are usually set for a frontal experience, facing the 

piano, which is usually described as ‘recital’ mode. After having produced many 
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“Royal Academy of Music Theatre and new Recital Hall,” Civic Trust Awards, accessed June 29, 2021, 
https://www.civictrustawards.org.uk/winners/royal-academy-of-music-theatre-and-new-recital-hall.  
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events in this venue, my view is that the constant presence of the piano tends to limit 

the potential of the hall as an [empty space] in the fullest sense. 

 

 

Figure 68. The Angela Burgess Recital Hall, at the Royal Academy of Music.
220

 

 

 

Due to the London climate and other uncontrollable external elements, indoor 

[empty spaces] were the chosen venue types for the production of the events of the 

New Stages Series, in which a wide variety of layouts and event dynamics were 

employed in order to explore the terminological questions proposed by this project. 

Although venues such as the ABRH offered some creative challenges due to the 

factors mentioned above, a good range of [performance] possibilities were explored, 

allowing me as a producer, as well as performers and audience members, to test a 

range of possibilities for the production of music events, as will be discussed later 

on. 
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 “Royal Academy of Music Theatre and new Recital Hall,” Civic Trust Awards, accessed June 29, 2021, 
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CHAPTER 2 

[Performance] 

 

2.1. Introduction 

  

In the previous chapter I explored different levels of understanding of 

seemingly simple terms such as [space], [place], [emptiness], and [stage]. I will now 

turn my attention towards music [performance], analysing the different 

understandings of the term and its constitutive elements. The study of [performance] 

has historically involved research into the vast and endlessly varied material 

dedicated to theatrical practices, which includes areas from across the humanities. In 

music studies, musicologists and historians have attempted to understand, 

categorize and define many aspects of the [performance] of music, both past and 

present, and from conception to reception across multiple contexts. Here I would like 

to explore a broader understanding of the implications of [performance], as I have 

done previously with [stage]. For this reason, although this chapter is dedicated to a 

conceptual investigation of the meaning of [performance] in music, my points of 

departure will not be landmark musical events of the past; I will, instead, explore the 

different ways in which music [performance] most commonly takes place today, and 

attempt to relate this to historical moments in the development of music as a 

performing art through the centuries. This approach was triggered by David Wiles in 

his exploration of the history of the theatre and its [spaces]: 
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What would theater history look like were it written backwards from 
the Futurist banquets and Dali dinners and performance art? 
Canonical histories of theater take as their point of departure that 
which counts as theater in the modern period ─ and search for its 
‘origins’ in fused art forms of the past. […] Such histories attend not 
to the fusion of opera gastronomica, the Renaissance musical 
banquet, conceived from the outset to play to all the senses, but to 
the seeds of what would become an independent art form.221 
 
 

As we can infer from Wiles’ writings, the general stance taken by Performance 

theorists is usually to treat Theatre as an independent art form, with any incursions 

from other performing arts viewed as a “support act” to the development of the 

theatrical arts. Richard Schechner, in a 1998 book edited by Phelan and Lane, 

offered a clear caveat to such an approach, saying that: 

 
Performances mark identities, bend and remake time, adorn and 
reshape the body, tell stories, and allow people to play with 
behaviour that is “twice-behaved”, not-for-the-first-time, rehearsed, 
cooked, prepared. Having made such a sweeping generalization, I 
must add that every genre of performance, even every particular 
instance of a genre, is concrete, specific, and different from every 
other. It is necessary to generalize in order to make theory. At the 
same time, we must not lose sight of each specific performance’s 
particularities of experience, structure, history, and process.222 
 
 

The particularities considered by Schechner at the end of this quote ─ 

experience, structure, history, and process ─ have been of central importance for my 

own work, as they offered a meaningful starting point for my methodological 

explorations. Although I recognize that each of these four terms carry an increasingly 

expanding body of knowledge that is impossible to fully embrace, I also consider that 

they offer important insights and potential directions for my own journey with 

[performance]. Alongside this, however, I also acknowledge that, because the nature 

of the making and consumption of music today offers a great number of starting 
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 Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 132. 
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 Richard Schechner, “What Is Performance Studies Anyway?,” in The Ends of Performance, ed. Peggy Pheland and Jill Lane 
(New York University Press, 1998), 360. 
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points, this journey will inevitably coincide with elements from the history of theatre, 

and that these meeting points help us to understand our current ways of 

experiencing music as connected to theatrical dynamics and offer an opportunity to 

acknowledge our preconceptions ─ and perhaps even misconceptions ─ about what 

music [performance] is, while helping to build a frame of mind turned towards what it 

could be.  

 

I will start the discussion at what might seem a tangent, by exploring the use of 

[performance] in the field of architecture, which I found of special interest for my 

research due to its direct connection to the planning and execution of music events.  

As we will see in the next section, one way in which the term is used in the 

architectural world is in relation to efficiency, as well as to subjective, artistically-

driven events. In the 1980s, particularly (but not solely) influenced by Jacques 

Derrida’s ideas related to the ‘meaning’ and ‘symbolical value’ of architecture,223 a 

number of projects following a principle known as ‘performance-based design’, or 

‘performative architecture’, started to emerge, particularly made possible due to the 

rise of computer software that would allow a better control over measurable design 

data and an increasing efficiency from machines in “understanding” human needs. 

According to Branko Kolarevic in a paper from 2004: 

 
It is important to note that performative architecture should not be 
seen as simply a way of devising a set of practical solutions to a set 
of largely practical problems. In other words it should not be reduced 
to some kind of neo-functionalist approach to architecture. The 
emphasis shifts to the processes of form generation based on 
performative strategies of design that are grounded, on one end, in 
intangibilities such as cultural performance and, on the other, in 
quantifiable and qualifiable performative aspects of building design, 
such as structure, acoustics, or environmental design. Determining 
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the different performative aspects in a particular project and 
reconciling often conflicting performance goals in a creative and 
effective way are some of the key challenges in this emerging 
approach to architecture.224 
 
 

As we can see in Kolarevic’s quote, although the measurable variables of 

architectonic design were still dominant in the understanding of [performance] in 

architecture in the early 2000s, there was already an interest from some groups in 

another possible meaning of the term in the realm of ‘cultural performance’. Although 

there is a further need for clarification in Kolarevic’s understanding and use of the 

terminology,225 a better understanding would come a few years later with a 

movement called ‘Performalism’, which came to be internationally recognized in 

2008 following the publication of their ‘manifesto’ and an exhibition in Tel-Aviv. In this 

manifesto, the authors affirm that:  

 
For architects, performance provides a wider frame for the 
conception of the architectural form because it incorporates and 
lingers in-between the functionalist and image-based approaches of 
form making and conception. It also suggests breaking dichotomies 
between the performance of form as an object and the performance 
of the human subject. Form in this case is animated, acting and 
interacting with the surrounding objects/forms and the human 
subject, creating possibilities for the emergence of new realities. It is 
an integral part and the outcome of inclusive processes based on 
nature as well as culture. As such, a performative perception of form 
would call for its optimization as a product of technical utilization, 
while at the same time it would aim to incorporate symbolic, 
perceptual, and behavioristic aspects of form as a figure that displays 
a visual and sensual appeal. Form in this case would be more 
flexible, adjustable, and free. […] Performance as a conceptual and 
practical mode of operation provides us with the means to create an 
architecture that is in between the individual and the collective, in-
between utilitarian and symbolic functions, the intuitive and the 
rational, the sensual and the analytical. In this architecture, objects 
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 Dana Buntrock, “Book Reviews,” Journal of Architectural Education 60, No. 1 (2006): 67-68. 
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and subjects act as performers, creating environments for future 
growth.226  
 
 

 As we can see from this quote, apart from the technical understanding of 

[performance], the authors incorporate terms such as ‘interacting’, ‘behaviouristic’, 

and ‘symbolic’ into their definition, terms which might normally be more closely 

associated with diverse areas of artistic [performance]. Indeed, Grobman later on 

recognizes that the definition of [performance] in architecture through measurable 

data is a narrow one, and proposes a broader definition which contains three 

dimensions ─ empirical, cognitive, and perceptual ─ suggesting that only the first 

one could be measured and therefore translatable into computer language, while the 

other two, although they could be measured principally by statistical methods, still 

constitute a complex problem due to their essentially subjective character.227 

Although other practitioners in the same publication, such as Antoine Picon and 

Sylvia Lavin, make an interesting attempt at finding evidence in artistic performance 

─ i.e. [performance] as an artistic ‘event’ ─ to justify a broader need for the 

application of the term [performance] in architecture, I would like to focus on the 

dichotomy between the performance of the object ─ or ‘technological performance’ ─ 

and that of the subject’s action in space, as proposed by Eran Neuman. Neuman 

understands that, in ‘technological performance’, measurement is made of the 

efficiency of the [performance] of an action, whereas the subject’s [performance] 

refers to the actions carried out by individuals, and the way individuals develop a 

personal identity and become subjects following the [performance] of those 
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 Yasha Grobman, “The various dimensions of the concept of ‘performance’ in architecture,” in Performalism: Form and 
Performance in Digital Architecture, ed. Eran Neuman & Yasha Grobman (Tel Aviv Museum of Art, cat. 8/2008), 13. 
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actions.228  However, she sees beyond this dichotomy and recognizes a circular 

process in which both understandings of [performance] influence each other. 

According to Neuman, the connection between object and subject is not necessarily 

based on relations of cause and effect. There might be, instead, resistance from the 

subject to the optimal dimension proposed by the technologically suggested 

architectural realm, creating an opening for random and accidental actions and 

generating ‘circularity’ between objectively and subjectively-defined parameters: 

 
This circularity re-determines the kind of relations prevailing between 
the two kinds of performance ─ new parameters produce a new 
space that makes possible new subjective performance. […] At 
times, on the way to creating an architectural realm, the technological 
performance quantifies a limited number of parameters that do not 
take complex political, social and cultural aspects into consideration. 
In such cases, the optimization of the architectural realm focuses on 
questions of performance of the architectural object as a mechanical 
apparatus that is meant to arrive at a high level of performance with 
no connection to the subject who is to use it. This space may attain a 
high optimization in the way it satisfies the parameters that defined it, 
but a process such as this is tautological, autonomous and reflexive, 
and does not connect with other actions in the world. When, 
however, the technological dimension of the architectural space 
contains political, social and cultural parameters, the space's 
potential increases in the way in which technique can turn into an 
operative possibility for complex existence in the architectural 
space.229  
 
 

 This analysis is particularly interesting for my work, as it not only integrates 

two seemingly opposite views of [performance], but also situates them in [space], 

particularly in relation to the potential offered by the careful consideration of 

measurable parameters in association with the social aspects of the formation of 

[space] as we have seen in the last chapter. Such increase in potential as referred to 

by Neuman could also be seen to resonate with the concept of [emptiness] as a 
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229

 Neuman, “The collapsing of technological performance,” 30-31.  



 

138 

 

‘creative receptacle’, as previously discussed, on the basis that [emptiness] here 

should be understood as a design attitude towards the planning and the use of 

[space], rather than simply a physical state. 

 

The intention of the practitioners involved in ‘Performalism’ to allow for 

subjectivity in their field by a redefinition of [performance] might encourage us in 

artistic [performance] conversely to analyse our actions in the light of efficiency, 

mirroring their attitude toward a concept that is as taken for granted in their area as it 

is in ours. One could argue that we already analyse the ‘performance of 

Performance’ ─ i.e. the efficiency of artistic delivery through musical and technical 

parameters ─ through many kinds of competitive events, but I consider that we need 

a more profound analysis of our role as performers (as expressive artists) in terms of 

the relationship between what we intend to deliver in artistic terms and what we 

actually deliver. Although there is a very real chance that such an analysis might 

prove unhelpfully subjective, I consider that clear-eyed attempts to understand and 

improve our roles as music performers are always valid. A recent project called 

Permutations, led by composer Freya Waley-Cohen and architects Finbarr 

O’Dempsey and Andrew Skulina, brought a particular focus to the performative 

potential of architecture, by creating, recording, and reproducing a musical piece 

within a built structure specially created for that project. Although the audio tracks 

that formed the aural experience of the piece were recorded by a live player ─ 

violinist Tamsin Waley-Cohen ─ Permutations was a ‘performance’230 that happened 

without the physical presence of a ‘performer’, and in which the audience could 

freely experience the music by exploring the architectonic structure in which it was 
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housed. In my view, projects such as Permutations serve as proof of how far the 

realization of a concept can go without the limitations of a predetermined layout and 

of a mindset ‘blocked’ by social dynamics that might no longer be relevant for us. 

Without such constraints, [space] can be explored to its full potential in order to allow 

and nurture new dynamics in music events, even if this requires a reconsideration of 

the very meaning of [performance]. 
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2.2 Performer, Audience, Dynamics 

 

Based on common dictionary definitions of the term, it may be assumed that 

[performance] can, in general terms, be related to three areas: action, efficiency, and 

entertainment.231 Merriam-Webster dates its first use to the 15th century ─ the 

execution of an action ─ which helps clarify any attempt to understand the priorities 

in the use of this term in recent centuries. Indeed, in his analysis of Dilthey’s concept 

of ‘distinctive experience’ ─ or Erlebnis, in Dilthey’s terms ─ in the context of the 

ritual origins of theatre, the anthropologist Victor Turner connects the etymological 

origins of [performance] ─ from the old French parfournir, meaning ‘to complete’, or 

‘carry out thoroughly’ ─ to the very existence of ‘experience’. In his analysis, Turner 

postulates that ‘[…] the anthropology of performance is an essential part of the 

anthropology of experience’, and that ‘[…] a performance, then, is the proper finale 

of an experience’.232 As we have seen earlier, understanding [performance] in terms 

of efficiency was the dominant view in fields such as architecture, being usually 

associated with the measurement of data and analysis of the efficiency and 

effectiveness of designs, materials, and so on. And, lastly, the definition of 

[performance] as entertainment seems, at least initially, to be the most directly 

connected to what is currently known as ‘artistic performance’ and the ‘performing 

arts’ such as theatre, dance, and music. 
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As will be explored in this chapter, however, when approaching complex 

concepts such as music [performance], the apparent straight-forwardness of 

categorizing it as ‘entertainment’ might prove to be incomplete, inaccurate, or even 

misleading, given that much of its existence and modus operandi might lie partially 

hidden under many historical, cultural, social, and aesthetic layers. One of the issues 

with my tripartite division in the understanding of [performance] resides precisely in 

projects and concepts situated ‘in between’ these three general definitions. 

Movements such as Performalism, in architecture, argued for the integration of an 

understanding of [performance] similar to that of the ‘performing’ arts, which the 

practitioners involved generally referred to as the ‘performance of the subject’, or for 

the ‘capacity to generate affects’.233 Marvin Carlson quotes an advertisement 

celebrating 90 years of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority in New York, which 

read ‘New York City’s longest running performance’, in a clear play with the 

understanding of [performance] as efficiency and as entertainment, particularly 

connected to the way Broadway shows are advertised in that city.234 There is, 

however, an even more compelling case identified by Carlson:  

 
At a number of locations in the United States and abroad, people in 
period costume act out improvised or scripted events at historical 
sites for tourists, visiting school-children, or other interested 
spectators ─ a kind of activity often called “living history." One site of 
such activity is Fort Ross in Northern California, where a husband 
and wife, dressed in costumes of the 1830s, greet visitors in the roles 
of the last Russian commander of the fort and his wife. The wife, 
Diane Spencer Pritchard, in her role as “Elena Rotcheva," decided at 
one time to play period music on the piano to give visitors an 
impression of contemporary cultural life. But later she abandoned 
this, feeling, in her words, that it "removed the role from living-history 
and placed it in the category of performance.”235 
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According to Carlson, Pritchard’s decision to abandon the idea of performing 

music to avoid the experience being placed in the category of ‘performance’ can be 

directly linked to what she identifies as “the physical presence of trained or skilled 

human beings whose demonstration of their skills is the performance”,236 an 

understanding that could be seen to place music [performance] closer to ‘efficiency’ 

rather than ‘entertainment’. Another interesting aspect in Pritchard’s example and in 

Carlson’s initial understanding of [performance] can be related to physical presence. 

Projects such as Permutations, mentioned earlier, are not only an example of how 

far-reaching conceptual ideas can be in the field of architecture, but also of how 

music [performance] can still be perceived as such by its creators even in the 

physical absence of one of the constitutive elements that is usually taken for granted 

in any [performance] event: the performer. 

 

Here we reach the second issue concerning the tripartite dictionary definitions of 

[performance], and a critical point in my exploration of [performance] in music.  In 

other ‘performing’ arts, such as theatre and dance, the figure of the performer has 

taken a central role in the conceptual discussions in these fields in recent decades. 

As an example in the theatre, the performer was one of the chief components in the 

work of Richard Schechner and Peter Brook, particularly related to the use of space 

and the articulation of the relationship between actors and spectators.237 A specific 

example in dance might be Yvonne Rainer’s ‘NO manifesto’ (1965), Mette 

Ingvartsen’s ‘Yes manifesto’ (2005), and Bruno Freire’s ‘Maybe manifesto’ (2011), 

which are all related to the attitude of the dancer towards virtuosity, concept, and 

spectator. In music, the presence of the performer is still very much connected to the 

                                                           
236

 Carlson, Performance, 3. 
 
237

 Govan, Nicholson, and Normington, Making A Performance, 108. 



 

143 

 

idea of the delivery of a composer’s ideas to listeners via a set of skills developed 

during many years of practice.238 My use to the terms ‘spectators’ in theatre and 

dance, and ‘listeners’ in music illustrates another subtle specificity in the current view 

of the music performer, and what is their relationship to the audience. While it is 

natural to say that in theatre and dance non-performers taking part in a performance 

event are identified as spectators ─ from the Latin spectare: to gaze at, observe ─ in 

music, it is natural to refer to them as listeners, thus regarding the physical presence 

of the musician as essentially connected to the production of sounds. This fact is well 

illustrated by Christopher Small: 

 
The modern concert hall is built upon the assumption that a musical 
performance is a system of one-way communication, from composer 
to listener through the medium of the performers. That being so, it is 
natural that the auditorium should be designed in such a way as to 
project to the listeners as strongly and as clearly as possible the 
sounds that the performers are making.239 

 

From this quote it might seem unnatural to apply, in music [performance], an idea 

such as Jonathan Burrows’ in dance:  

 
There are a number of possible relations you could establish with 
your audience. Thinking about how you want to look and be looked at 
can help clarify why you might want to perform in the first place.240  
 
 

The differences in these two quotes in relation to the way music and dance 

[performance] are usually presented and ‘processed’ as art forms are clear, as well 

as the function of the performer in each situation. There is, however, another aspect 

concerning the relations established with the audience as defined by Burrows. Such 
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relations – which in dance, according to Burrows, seem to be primarily defined by the 

dancer – in music, according to Small, are apparently ‘frozen’ by the triad 

‘composer–performer–audience’, and facilitated by the performance [place], such as 

the concert hall. However, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the conceptions 

of [space] and [place] in music, symbolized particularly by the rich history, definitions, 

and uses of [stage] in many cultures, indicate that such relations in music 

[performance] have not always been as predictable as postulated by Small in relation 

to current music events. Lefebvre has also noted that: 

 
Social space contains a great diversity of objects, both natural and 
social, including the networks and pathways which facilitate the 
exchange of material things and information. Such 'objects' are thus 
not only things but also relations.241 

 

Small, when referring specifically to the concept that he termed ‘musicking’,242 

reflects upon the set of relations that take place in the delivery and reception of 

music: 

 
The act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening a 
set of relationships, and it is in those relationships that the meaning 
of the act lies. They are to be found not only between those 
organized sounds which are conventionally thought of as being the 
stuff of musical meaning but also between the people who are taking 
part, in whatever capacity, in the performance; and they model, or 
stand as metaphor for, ideal relationships as the participants in the 
performance imagine them to be: relationships between person and 
person, between individual and society, between humanity and the 
natural world and even perhaps the supernatural world. 243 
 
There is a relationship between the relationships between the 
elements of the physical setting, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
the relationships between performers and listeners; as we have 
seen, performance spaces affect greatly the relationships that are 
created among those that are inside them. There is a relationship 
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between the ways in which the performers relate to the listeners, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, the relationship between the 
performers and the sound relationships they create; the more 
prescribed the sound-relationships, the less control the listeners have 
over the course of the performance.244 
 
 

In music events, particularly after the increasing dominance asserted by the 

modern concert hall from the second half of the 19th-century, there was limited 

exploration of the variations in such relationships when compared to other 

performing arts such as theatre and dance. Such limited exploration might have 

been caused by what Small refers to as ‘prescribed sound-relationships’, particularly 

related to acoustics, as we will see later. Even visionary composers and performers 

often adapted their music creations to traditional dynamics and layouts that, from a 

historical, sociological, and perceptual point of view, did not correspond to the 

‘revolutionary’ work they aimed to present.245  In some cases, such as the premiere 

of Cage’s 4’33’’ in 1952 at the Maverick Concert Hall, as I mentioned in the 

Introduction, the contrast between the expectations of what should happen on a 

stage and what was actually delivered created a tension not just in the artistic sense, 

but also on a social level, as Kyle Gann writes: 

 
One of the crucial aspects of 4’33’’, at least in the first performances, 
is that there was a pianist onstage, whose presence, and whose 
behavior in the previous pieces on the program, clearly led the 
audience to expect that his hands would at some point engage the 
keyboard, and that they would hear deliberately made sounds 
coming from the stage.246 
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Such shock of expectations is clearly linked to the pianist’s ‘behaviour’, but the 

relations imposed by the hall itself cannot be overlooked. Even if away from an urban 

centre, the Maverick Concert Hall was built using the same layout as a traditional 

concert hall, imposing upon performers and audience virtually the same set of 

principles created by the social dynamics of other concert halls. This leads us to 

wonder what the audience’s reaction might have been had this work been premiered 

in an [empty space], conceptually more connected to Cage’s philosophical 

aspirations; perhaps the work and performer’s attitude would have been more widely 

accepted, and the shock of expectations would not have been so pronounced. 

However, mitigating this dissonance between expectation and experience would 

have clearly diminished the historical impact of a work that became a cultural icon of 

a generation, and a landmark in the aesthetics of music and performance in the 20th 

century. 

 

 

Figure 69. The Maverick Concert Hall.
247
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When analysing such relations in music production and consumption and how 

they might impact the delivery and reception of music [performance] events, we 

might postulate that the roles of performers and non-performers ─ either spectators 

or listeners ─ can go beyond this simple binary division between the two, since each 

role is constantly influenced by a set of external conditions that precede a 

[performance] event and ‘allow’ it to take place. As these conditions are usually 

related to a number of variables that might or might not be under the control of the 

‘agents’ responsible for an event ─ for example, performers, audience, promoters, 

sponsors, venue managers ─ I decided to apply the term dynamics of performance ─ 

or simply dynamics ─ in this project, as will have been evident in previous chapters, 

when referring to the complex set of pre-determined relationships involved in the 

production of a music event. Some of these relationships may be under the control of 

the ‘agents’ abovementioned who might pre-conceive specifically designed dynamics 

for an event, but others may happen under the influence of pre-existing behaviour, 

which might influence the event in ways that cannot be predicted, as we will see in 

the description of some of the events of the New Stages Series in the next chapter. 

As we will see, the [performance] of music today has the potential to offer a vast 

array of dynamics, most of which can be traced back in history. Some of these might, 

however, be initially categorized rather simplistically ─ and even pejoratively, in 

some cases ─ as ‘entertainment’, which is why I think it is important, before moving 

on, to form a better understanding of what might be inserted into the ‘entertainment’ 

category that could be relevant to my exploration of [performance]. 

 

Turner reminds us that the word entertain is derived from the old French 

entretenir, to “hold apart”, and associates it with the creation of a ‘liminal and liminoid 
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space in which performances may take place’.248 It is useful here to unpack Turner’s 

definition of liminality ─ derived from limen, ‘margin’ ─, because this concept still 

exerts a profound influence on performance studies in many areas and is useful for 

my own work. Liminality, according to Turner, is ‘a temporal interface whose 

properties partially invert those of the already consolidated order which constitutes 

any specific cultural “cosmos”.’249 From this concept, Turner extracts two main 

‘genres’ of phenomena of experience: the liminal and the liminoid. Liminal 

phenomena go against the structural norm of a society and are, in general, 

connected to pre-industrial groups where order and values are temporarily inverted 

in order to reach specific results within that society. Another important characteristic 

of the liminal as posited by Turner lies in its compulsory character; specific members 

of the society are expected to go through that process of inversion of paradigms in 

order to reach another level within the group. Liminoid events, in turn, are optional in 

character, and particularly connected to leisure events in post-industrial societies, in 

which no specific result is expected to be achieved that would cause any kind of 

disruption or change to any individual or group. Turner lists contemporary leisure 

genres such as sports, arts, pastimes, and games as liminoid phenomena, whereas 

activities of churches, sects, initiation rites of clubs, fraternities, Masonic orders and 

other secret societies are supposedly connected to the liminal.250  

 

There is, however, another aspect of liminal and liminoid phenomena that Turner 

considers essential. According to Turner, liminoid phenomena began to clearly 

appear with the development of capitalist societies in Western Europe from the 17th 
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century, particularly connected to the processes of industrialization and 

mechanization that transformed labour into a commodity, and where individuals 

started to be bonded by ‘contractual’ relations rather than the ‘status’ relations 

characteristic from earlier societies.251 One of the results of these changes was the 

increasingly delineated division between ‘labour’ and ‘leisure’, where the latter would 

include genres such as art, sports, and games; another consequence of such 

changes, according to Turner, could be linked to ‘freedom’ and ‘creativity’: while in 

earlier societies the ‘seriousness’ and rigidity of the social fabric meant that regularity 

and acceptance of tradition was the norm, post-industrial societies could be 

perceived as ‘freer’ in terms of the formation of new ideas, symbols, models, and 

beliefs. These aspects meant that pre-industrial societies would in general prioritize 

the community above individuals, whereas in the post-industrial societies the 

creativity of the individual would, in the same fashion as labour, start to be valued 

and consumed as a commodity, which one selects and pays for.252 The following 

table captures my understanding of the difference between Turner’s ideas about 

liminal and liminoid phenomena: 
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LIMINAL 

 

LIMINOID 

Predominant in tribal / early agrarian societies 
 

Predominant in post-industrial societies 
 

Members of society bonded by ‘status’ 
 

Members of society bonded by   
contractual relations’ 

 

Compulsory in character 
 

Optional in character 
 

Usually a communal practice 
 

Not necessarily a communal practice 
 

Preference for collective tradition 
 

Space for individual creativity 
 

No clear division between ‘labour’ and 
‘leisure’ 

Clear division between ‘labour’ and ‘leisure’ 

 
 

Table 1. Characteristics of liminal and liminoid. 

 

As we can see from Turner’s conceptualization of liminality, it might be tempting 

to place our understanding of liminal and liminoid within a relatively concise binary 

organization such as ‘them v. us’, or ‘past v. present’, such as I have done above. 

However, although Turner classifies artistic events in general as liminoid, I would 

suggest that there are events in music where we might witness the presence of 

liminal characteristics ─ such as being compulsory or defining a new ‘status’ in 

society ─ within a liminoid context, potentially suggesting that, just like in the 

definition of [performance] [spaces] and [places], a possible ‘middle ground’ might 

also be identified here. We might argue that some music events such as academic 

final recitals, auditions, or competitions can be considered to carry, at least partially, 

certain liminal characteristics, as they offer the individual the possibility of obtaining a 

new status, and they cannot be completely identified either as labour or leisure. 

Apart from that, final recitals also have the particular characteristic of being 
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compulsory events that exist in order to make possible the achievement of a new 

professional level. Turner points towards the existence of such ambiguous elements 

in social phenomena when he observes that: 

 
Liminal phenomena tend to be collective, concerned with calendrical, 
biological, social-structural rhythms or with crises in social processes 
whether these result from internal adjustments or external 
adaptations or remedial measures. […] Liminoid phenomena may be 
collective (and when they are so, are often directly derived from 
liminal antecedents) but are more characteristically individual 
products though they often have collective or “mass” effects. They 
are not cyclical, but continuously generated, though in the times and 
places apart from work setting assigned to “leisure” activities.253 
 
 

Turner’s acknowledgement of such ambiguity in liminal and liminoid phenomena 

can also offer, as I suggested earlier, fertile ground for discussing the scope of music 

[performance], particularly in differentiating the many different types of events that 

comprise this field.  Another aspect of Turner’s views with direct connections with my 

work is the assumption that liminoid phenomena occur in [places] specifically 

‘assigned’ to ‘leisure’ activities. As we have previously seen, assigning particular 

types of activities to certain [places] is problematic because [places] and [spaces] 

themselves are the result of a complex network of historical, social, cultural, and 

political factors. As such, the sort of relationship between [spaces], [places], and 

[performance] and their constitutive elements ─ such as [stage], performer, audience 

─ offers a great number of possible interpretations of terminology and creative 

aesthetic possibilities. For this reason, I decided to analyse the concepts related to 

the music performer in regard to some heterotopic254 [places] in which music ─ or 

musicking, in Small’s terms ─ currently happens, while trying to identify some of the 

historical antecedents that might be involved. This is not, of course, meant to be a 
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complete ‘compendium’ of musicking possibilities in our times, but rather a chance to 

connect the previous conceptual exploration of [stage] and related terms to a 

broader understanding of music [performance], via the analysis of the presence and 

possible functions of the music performer under different dynamics. By trying to take 

a step away from parameters historically set by theatre practices and focusing on 

music practices where possible, I consider that by connecting the knowledge 

previously acquired about [stage] with Turner’s ideas on liminality, music 

[performance] can be further understood and conceptualized in its intrinsic amplitude 

and complexity, while offering a more robust conceptual ground for my own critical 

definitions.  
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2.3. [Performance]: Historical Conceptions 

 

As mentioned earlier, the exploration of the historical understanding of music 

[performance] in this chapter will be conceptually linked to the [places] in which 

music events currently take place, attempting to relate these to relevant aspects in 

the development of music as a performing art throughout the centuries. Particularly 

inspired by Wiles’ remarks about the usual approach to the ‘histories’ of theatre, as 

quoted at the beginning of this chapter, I would like to refer to possibilities of music-

making ─ or musicking ─ not as branches with a single origin, but as generated by a 

multiplicity of factors that, in my view, do not usually receive enough attention in the 

‘histories’ of music [performance].  With that in mind, I divided such an exploration 

into four main sections, each exploring better-known and lesser-known aspects that, 

after extensive research, I found to be somehow connected to the development of 

the [performance] of music as we know it today.  
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2.3.1. Music [Performance] in Sacred [Places] 

 

Rituals and sacred ceremonies have historically offered some of the richest 

examples of production and consumption of music, although the function of the 

‘music-makers’ has varied greatly in importance and complexity across different 

times and places. I will outline some examples that have been relevant to my 

research, not to provide an in-depth analysis of the materials I have collected, since 

this has already been done by others, but instead to contemplate the rich variety of 

ways in which music happens in situations and [places] considered sacred, and the 

many levels of liminality and types of dynamics that can by observed in such 

examples.  

 

The relationship between sacredness and [place] has been discussed at length in 

the fields of anthropology and theatre. One interesting aspect of the study of sacred 

[places] are the reasons and methods through which some [places] become ‘sacred’, 

or hold the power to sacralise whatever happens within them, as formulated by 

David Wiles: 

 
Classical paganism assumed that certain places were sacred 
because they were gateways to the underworld or belonged in some 
other way to the gods. Christianity was less comfortable with the idea 
that the divine retained a material presence, but nevertheless 
developed different ways of sacralising space. Though the Cartesian 
universe is strictly homogeneous, and admits no boundaries 
separating divine from human spheres, the impulse to sacralise 
space remains a latent force in the modern world.255 
 
[…] spaces also make performances sacred, in an endless and 
reciprocal relationship of reinforcement, and the one should not be 
seen as prior to the other.256 
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Music can play a variety of roles in the relationship between ritual and [place] 

across different cultures. The Kamayurá from South America, through their torýp as 

mentioned in chapter 1, offer a very interesting case in which the functions of music 

and dance are particularly well-defined in relation to their understanding of time and 

[place], and the Kamayurá music system has developed extremely complex codes, 

practices, and sound structures over the centuries compatible with its importance 

within their social structure. In the torýp the myth (‘morõneta’) ‘explains the events’; 

the dance (‘aporahay’) ‘reveals the characteristic behaviours of the ancestors’; and 

music (‘maraka’) ‘transforms one thing into another by producing the necessary 

ambiences that harmonize entrances and exits’.257 

 

Another interesting example of a complex musical system that developed in 

association with the use and conceptualization of [space] and [place] comes from a 

ritual ceremony also from South America, which I mentioned earlier: the tinku from 

Bolivia. The inherent physical violence present in the tinku, as described earlier, and 

the cacophonous style of the music have been interpreted by Stobart as revealing 

the local understanding of harmony in musical and social spheres, in which music 

plays an essential role both symbolically and during the fights. I found Stobart’s 

description of the formation used by troupes of julajula panpipes particularly striking:  

 
In this part of the ceremony, big groups of people enter the towns 
dancing and playing in a long snaking line and in constant 
movement, with the sounds of the melodies merging with the fighting 
noises. The music group is led by a young boy at the back of the line, 
while the fighting group is led by a strong adult at the front.258 
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Figure 70. The layout of the 'snaking' performance during the tinku ceremonies in Bolivia.
259 

  

Apart from the social balance symbolized by the musical cacophony, the blood 

spilled on the floor during tinku fights is considered necessary for a good harvest in 

the coming season. While very different in structure, both ritual ceremonies and 

accompanying musical performances from the Kamayurá and the tinku have in 

common the fact that the ceremony exists to achieve something: to access mawe in 

the case of the Kamayurá, and to achieve social balance and success in harvest in 

tinku. In these two liminal cases, if the musical action is to be considered 

[performance], they would probably be placed closer to action and efficiency, and 

                                                           
259

 Stobart, Music and the Poetics of Production in the Bolivian Andes, 158. 



 

157 

 

farther from entertainment. This fact might point towards the possibility that, by 

widening the scope of our understanding of music [performance] to other musicking 

possibilities, while keeping in mind Turner’s ideas on liminality, we might be able to 

create valuable historical and conceptual parallels that could link such diverse 

musical expressions in ways that help us to further understand and develop our own 

current practices. 

 

Another interesting aspect associated with rituals lies in the figure of the shaman, 

spiritual leaders in pre-industrial societies many of whom still remain active, and who 

are often regarded as ‘primitive’ performers. Music-making is a recurring shamanistic 

practice, particularly drumming and singing, which is usually involved in reaching 

ecstatic states of trance.260 Alongside documenting the many shamanistic 

performance practices ─ not only in music, but also dance and drama  ─ 

researchers, such as Lan Li and Merete Jakobsen, also describe the activities of 

shamans in terms of the economic and political realities in which they were 

immersed. When describing the activities of Nuo shamans in Southwest China, Li 

notes that: 

 
[…] unlike the specialists of organized religious systems, shamans 
are contracted directly by their clients, whom they must persuade of 
their privileged relationship with the invisible supernatural realm. 
Their activities are grounded upon their personal reputations, as 
efficacious mediators between humans and the gods and spirits, and 
the primary context for demonstrating this competence – and for 
building up a reputation – is the public shamanistic performance. 
These public events allow the shamans to impress upon their 
audiences – the constituency from which they recruit their potential 
clients – the scale of their abilities and the vastness of the invisible 
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sources of power they are able to harness on behalf of their 
clients.261 

 

Jakobsen creates an interesting link between sounds, audience participation, and 

the ‘success’ of Angakkoq’s séances in Greenland: 

 
[…] sound is an extremely important aspect of the séance. The 
audience participate actively to the extent that they might go up in the 
dark and touch the helping spirits which have arrived. […] The 
audience see the angakkoq being tied, hear the drum getting excited, 
meet the different helping spirits […]. Without this host of believers 
the séance would come to nothing.262 
 
  

As we can see from Jakobsen’s comments, the interplay between audience and 

shaman is crucial for the ritual to be considered successful. The author also 

observes that, with the arrival of Europeans and the process of imposing a new 

religion, the figure of the angakkoq was increasingly disrespected and even mocked 

by the newcomers, who did not recognize in these spiritual leaders their authority as 

political and social leaders. The establishment of new European settlers also played 

an important role in the character of the séances as, according to Jakobsen and 

other authors, the level of audience participation and commitment was considerably 

less than that of the indigenous attendees, supposedly caused by the sense of 

superiority and arrogance of the newcomers,263 which meant that some angakkoqs 

would change their approach to the rituals, eventually even demanding money from 

those present after the ‘event’ was over.264 Such a fact would, in my view, bring the 

angakkoqs’ [performance] closer to Turner’s understanding of the dimensions of 
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‘entertainment’, becoming a very good example of how a liminal phenomenon can be 

turned into a liminoid one.  

 

These two examples from China and Greenland reflect how shamans, although 

operating in a liminal sphere, would also naturally have to respond to economic, 

social, and political demands in order to exercise their functions, sometimes even 

putting on [performances] that might be considered closer to entertainment in order 

to lure eventual clients. This ‘creative impulse’, as Li puts it, shows how shamans 

would learn to share, at least partially, the same social worldviews and expectations 

as their ‘clients’; their particular competence would reside in their ability to ‘balance 

innovations’ and would rely, in the case of the Nuo,265 on how they differentiated 

themselves from other shamans, or, in the case of the angakkoqs, how they adapted 

to new socio-economic realities. In either case these two examples show how these 

performers, for whom music and audience engagement was an essential tool for the 

efficiency of the events, would also have to work hard to make themselves relevant 

and known within their own social contexts, which might point to yet another 

interesting link between these liminal performative practices and our current 

practices as music performers in modern cities like London and elsewhere. 

 

So far, all examples mentioned in this section have involved ritual [performances] 

that do not require specific [places] to occur. There are, however, examples of 

cultural imposition and religious syncretism that resulted in very specific spatial 

adaptations. One of these cases is the ubuomba ceremony from Zambia, which was 

mentioned in the previous chapter. As I mentioned earlier, music [performance] plays 
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a central part in ubuomba ceremonies, through intricate singing and drumming of 

tribal character, and the church space is made flexible and adaptable by the attitude 

of the performers. In my experience of the ubuomba I also noticed that the level of 

engagement of the audience members changes in accordance with the moment. 

When Western music is played ─ usually also employing instruments such as the 

electric guitar ─ most audience members sing along with the band and the priest, 

contributing to the feeling of ‘communion’. When the locals perform their native 

music on native instruments and with native language, the attitude of the audience 

turns towards passivity: they become, it seemed to me, ‘spectators’ of their own 

culture rather than active ‘participants’ in it. This observation led me to think that, at 

least in the case of the ubuomba, a [place] ─ in this case, the church ─ imposed by 

an external culture might also impact the engagement between people and their 

native music, turning participants into spectators and thus influencing the dynamics 

of specific events. 

 

The relationship between the arts and rituals has been extensively explored by a 

great number of researchers from many areas, such as anthropology, theatre 

studies, and ethnomusicology. Although the scope of my work does not specifically 

take it into any of these areas, it is useful to mention some key aspects of these 

discussions. For Kapferer and Hobart, 

 
Ritual is a particular class of performance; that is, it is a symbolic 
formation that is self-consciously performative. It is the domain of 
practice that has been conventionally treated as the primordial space 
of the symbolic: where human beings are immersed in mythic 
consciousness and reoriginate themselves as distinct from other 
beings. […] Ritual performance, for Langer and Turner, is the source 
of aesthetic forms such as music, dance, and drama. Moreover, it is 
ritual performance that can highlight these aesthetic forms as 
manifesting particular organizational processes (e.g., of dynamics of 
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temporality and spatiality, volume, motion, etc.). […] The arts […] 
contain the generative symbolic traces that are more profoundly 
present in rite.266 
 
 

As we can see from this quote, the authors recognize historic and aesthetic links 

between ritual [performance] and the modern performing arts such as music, dance, 

and drama. Such links, particularly related to drama, have been famously explored in 

the collaboration between Victor Turner and Richard Schechner, which generated a 

body of material that still serves as the basis for discussions in performance 

studies.267 Apart from the links between theatre and ritual, Turner also exposed the 

divides between the two, describing theatre as: 

 
A hypertrophy, an exaggeration, of jural and ritual processes; it is not 
a simple replication of the “natural” total processual pattern of the 
social drama. There is, therefore, in theatre something of the 
investigative, judgmental, and even punitive character of law-in-
action, and something of the sacred, mythic, numinous, even 
“supernatural” character of religious action […].268 
 
 

Such divides between ritual and theatre have also been described by authors 

such as David Wiles, who discussed the split between the rituals enacted in honour 

of Dionysus, and the tragedies, comedies, and dances that were not always 

connected to that god. Wiles attributes such a divide mainly to the increasing 

physical separation between the temple and the acting space, or what he called ‘the 

bifurcation of the sanctuary’.269 Wiles also writes about the musical contests 

involving musicians from many states that took place at Delphi, during the Pythian 
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Games, in which Apollo’s killing of the Python was re-enacted every eight years. 

When describing the event, Wiles ends by saying that ‘place, time, and performance 

were integrated in a way that modern categories like ‘concert’ and ‘sport’ make 

incomprehensible’.270 Wiles’ remarks might seem to suggest that the [performance] 

of music in our own time is disconnected from the development of theatre as a 

performing art and the spaces in which ─ and indeed through which ─ it evolved. In 

this context, it is also interesting to quote Peter Brook’s remarks relating ritual to the 

history and development of the theatre: 

 
[…] the best of the romantic theatre, the civilized pleasures of the 
opera and the ballet were in any event gross reductions of an art 
sacred in its origins. Over the centuries the Orphic Rites turned into 
the Gala Performance ─ slowly and imperceptibly the wine was 
adulterated drop by drop’.271  
 
 

When reading this, it might be relatively straight-forward to assume that theatrical 

practices belong to a line of evolution that started as a ‘sacred’ practice in Greek 

Orphic Rites, as mentioned by Brook, and then became ‘adulterated’ with the 

passing of time, being transformed throughout history into subgenres such as the 

‘Gala Performance’. However, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the venues 

and ceremonies from which Greek theatre supposedly developed ─ for example, the 

theatre at Thorikos ─ might have originated from structural adaptations of older 

practices; furthermore, the [spaces] and [places] associated with the evolution of 

Western theatre and its notion of [stage], as we have also witnessed, are naturally 

multi-influenced, and any attempt to connect ancient or modern practices to a single 

primordial origin will inevitably fall into the realm of speculation. We cannot deny, 

however, that some of the structural ‘solutions’ developed by the Greeks ─ and later 
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adopted and modified by the Romans ─ have influenced our own understanding of 

[performance] and its constitutive elements in diverse ways. Likewise, it is also 

important to bear in mind that a line of evolution based in the use of [spaces] and 

[places] does not translate to the dynamics of events, as these have socio-political 

and cultural implications that belong to the society that is ‘producing’ and 

‘consuming’ these events, as we have previously seen. If analysed in terms of 

liminality, for example, the rituals that took place in Greek theatres might be 

considered as liminal phenomena according to Turner’s criteria, whereas more 

recent ‘classical’ [places], from the Renaissance to today, although inspired by their 

Greek antecedents, would host events generally considered to be, under the same 

criteria, liminoid phenomena.  

 

In my view, the physical structure that can best exemplify this complex interaction 

between [space], [place], and dynamics is one of the most characteristic and 

discussed structures of Greek theatres, later further adapted by the Romans: the 

orchestra. As we have previously seen, the orchestra might have evolved from 

previous practices associated with dancing and singing, and adopted its circular 

shape from as early as the fourth century BC, with the theatre at Epidauros.272 The 

orchestra’s main function, apart from hosting the sacrificial altar used in rituals, was 

to host the dithyrambic dances and songs offered to the god Dionysus. According to 

Aristotle, the dithyrambs preceded, and therefore originated, Greek tragedy.273 From 

what we have seen in the previous chapter, and taking Aristotle’s remarks into 

consideration, we might now be able to propose that the history of the performing 

practices of theatre, music and dance are co-related ─ and co-dependent, perhaps 
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even symbiotic ─ to a degree that might allow us to suggest that music and dance 

made drama possible, while the development of theatre throughout the centuries 

helped to ‘invent’ the [spaces] that enabled music and dance to develop as separate 

performative art forms. With that in mind, I would like to now ‘branch out’ my 

investigation of [performance] into two: dynamics and performer: The first is related 

to the practices of music that happen in [spaces] without any pre-fixed structure ─ or 

what I called [empty spaces] ─ and that might thus be related to dynamics that are 

anterior to any built structure; and another in regard to the development and re-

imagination of the Greek and Roman theatres, which resulted, at least partially, in 

the [places] that we today know as concert halls.  
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2.3.2. Music [Performance] in [Empty Spaces] 

 

When considering music [performance] that happens in [empty spaces] without a 

pre-existing structure, perhaps the most obvious examples that come to mind, as I 

mentioned earlier, are those events taking place in public spaces, particularly in the 

streets, and which are commonly — and even sometimes pejoratively — referred to 

as ‘busking’. One of the key aspects of this kind of [performance] is the relative 

[emptiness] with which such [spaces] are treated when it comes to the layouts of 

events (see figures 52, 53 and 54), and the consequent variety of layouts, which I 

have briefly approached in chapter 2. We might relate this variety to what David 

Wiles refers to as ‘a certain physical logic that governs theatrical form’, in direct 

reference to Per Edström’s manifesto for the arena theatre: ‘Speeches generate 

frontality, whilst interaction and displays of physical action generate circularity. 

Western theatre has always had to negotiate these opposing impulses.’274  

 
 

There are, however, other aspects of such [performances] that make them 

fundamentally distinct from what happens in, for example, a concert hall, aspects 

which I would attribute to the difference in dynamics. In his analysis of the different 

kinds of ‘behaviours’ in street theatre, André Carreira suggests that the performing 

[space] should not be taken as the only parameter to approach such events, 

otherwise there is the risk of putting very distinct manifestations such as the carnival, 

a group in a corner of a small town, and an event in an open-air amphitheatre into 
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the same category.275 He goes on to discuss the audience and performers’ 

behaviours in such situations: 

 
Contrary to the theatre hall that allows a better and more detailed 
reception of the spectacle, the street is a space that induces 
unfocused attention — from the audience and actors alike — through 
noises and multiple concurrent events. [...]. In the street, invaded by 
actors and theatrical performances, the world of comfortable rules 
disappears. [...] From both points of view it becomes apparent that 
these rules can be broken without much concern.276 [...] 
 
In the street, social conventions are not as strict as in a theatre hall, 
and as the citizens do not pay entry fees or have an assigned seat to 
watch the street performance, they feel free at all times to move in or 
out of the performance  situation. Such mobility creates different 
levels of attention among the spectators. There are those who 
establish a more committed relationship and try to be as close as 
possible [...] and also those who observe at a distance in an attitude 
that is balanced between curiosity and criticism. The street spectator 
is freer in relation to the event-watching rules and behaves with 
greater autonomy than the one in the theatre hall as he is less 
submitted to social conditioning.277 
 
  

There are two particular points that I find relevant here: the first is the idea that 

the street is ‘invaded’ by actors and performances, implying that theatrical 

performances essentially belong to theatre buildings and become ‘alien’ in public 

spaces, an idea challenged by historical evidence of theatrical [spaces] as has been 

discussed; and the second concerns the supposedly higher ‘freedom’ of the street 

spectators in contrast to the theatre. The sense of freedom is, as we have seen, one 

of Turner’s defining elements of liminoid events; with that in mind, I found it useful to 

once more briefly analyse the [performance] situation below, this time in relation to 

the dynamics made possible by the layers of ‘freedom’ involved, in order to further 
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understand how conceptually complex the relationships created in street events can 

be.   

 

 

Figure 71. Performer (in the circle) at Piccadilly Circus, London. 
 
 

 

When analysing this picture we can see that, to the people seated around the 

Circus, this situation might be similar to a parade,278 in which they watch, frontally, a 

backward-facing performer as well as other pedestrians as they move towards 

different destinations; alternatively, this might also be somewhat similar in layout to 

Furttenbach’s Schwaspilsaal. For the performer, it may be that he considers he is 

performing for an audience that is constantly shifting in numbers as well as focus of 

attention, bringing this situation closer to what we would today classify as an 

immersive performance; otherwise, if he considers his audience to be those people 
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seated around the Circus, by positioning himself with his back to them he might be 

seen to be performing a socio-politically engaged ‘anti-establishment’ act. The 

passing pedestrians, in their turn, might either ignore the musician and feel observed 

by those seated around the Circus in a purely social interaction that might or might 

not be considered performative in character and similar to a parade, or they can 

acknowledge the musician as another passing entertainment in their pilgrimage-like 

strolling between places.  

 

 As we can see from this example, the multi-layered notion and application of 

the concept of ‘freedom’ made the whole set of potential interactions — or dynamics 

— in figure 71 possible, as [places] and dynamics are not completely defined by a 

pre-existing structure, but by the performers’ and audiences’ own decisions and 

attitudes. We can also see, however, that such wealth of possibilities is dramatically 

limited when we move to [spaces] such as some of the London Underground 

stations, in which performers’ ‘freedom’ is clearly limited by the [space] itself, by the 

character of constant movement of passengers and, in my opinion, particularly by a 

sticker emulating a [stage] on the floor, which does not offer the performer either the 

acoustic and visual advantages of a raised platform or the ‘freedom’ associated with 

[performances] in public [empty spaces]. The sticker would then serve primarily not 

as a [stage] for the musician, but as a [place] setting a border that roaming 

passengers are not expected to cross.279 
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As we have seen in the previous chapter, the ‘freedom’ and lack of [performance] 

structures associated with public [spaces] does not mean that temporary physical 

[stages] cannot be created. From water poured onto the ground to trestle platforms, 

the idea of separating the [performance] area is present in sacred and non-sacred 

situations in many cultures and periods. We have also seen that the [stage] is an 

essential element in the development of the ‘concert’ culture in European music-

making, eventually spreading to many other places around the world. Such 

separation also made possible the development and constant redesign of a category 

of [place] for music [performance] that is familiar to us in the 21st century: the concert 

hall. However, as we will briefly see next, the relatively familiar codes and dynamics 

of music events in concert halls were not always the same, or at least not so clearly 

delimited. At different points in history such [places] presented considerably different 

characteristics, and the criteria employed in the design and use of these halls was in 

constant flow, in connection with the changes in societal rules and priorities 

throughout the centuries.  
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2.3.3. Music [Performance] in Concert Halls 

 

When trying to describe the events that happen in concert halls, it might seem 

straight-forward to take our ingrained knowledge and experiences for granted, and 

dismiss the possibility that other dynamics might take place within them.  As 

observed by Christopher Small, to take part in a ‘concert work’ is to take part in a 

dramatic representation of human relationships.280 He also calls our attention to the 

power of [performance] events to reflect, influence, and represent social 

relationships considered as ‘desirable’, ‘anywhere and at any time’.281 There is a 

non-compulsory aspect to such events and relationships which we might link to 

Turner’s definition of liminoid events, and which Small sees as an important part of 

what shapes the phases and dynamics of musical events.282 Small’s understanding 

of the expression of ‘desirable’ relationships as a choice of those who take part in 

them can be contrasted, however, with Richard Sennett’s view on how relationships 

within public events have been shaped: 

 
The monumental squares of the early 18th Century, in restructuring 
the massing of the population in the city, restructured the function of 
the crowd as well, for it changed the freedom with which people 
might congregate. The assemblage of a crowd became a specialized 
activity; it occurred in three places – the cafe, the pedestrian park, 
and the theatre.283 
 
 

In Sennett’s view, as we can see, the changes that happened in the 18th century 

in the way people gathered were led by architecture. He considers that such 

changes affected directly the freedom with which such congregations would come 
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together, contrasting with Small’s idea that the way events happen today is an 

expression of who we are; according to Sennett, we might need to reassess such an 

idea, and I suggest that rather than an expression of who we are, the current 

structures and dynamics that we are so used to are an expression of who we were 

made to be. In the case of music events, it is also very suggestive that all three 

[places] listed by Sennett — the cafe, the pedestrian park, and the theatre — were at 

some point [places] in which music was performed regularly, including some of what 

we today know as ‘concert’ music. Furthermore, if we do accept Small’s idea that 

concerts articulate a society’s values by allowing those taking part in it to show each 

other and possible outside observers that ‘this is who we are’, we also need to 

consider the idea that different society members in different locations and periods 

would have considerably diverse ways to demonstrate their identity through such 

[performance] events if compared with what we are currently accustomed today. 

Although I consider that the idea of music events as tools of social self-expression 

needs to be further discussed beyond this project, it is nevertheless interesting to 

analyse how the same society in different periods can display fundamentally different 

sets of dynamics when attending music events. 

 

In the present day, basic aspects of the expected behaviour of performers and 

audience in a music event taking place within a concert hall can be described without 

much problem even by those who rarely attend these events. From the many 

characteristics of such events, perhaps the most noticeable is the relative quietness 

expected from the audience members, which might be interpreted in a number of 

ways, from passive resignation to a heightened level of concentration and attention. 

However, such behaviour in public music events was not always something that was 
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taken for granted as it is today. Indeed, William Weber connects the rise of what he 

described as an aesthetic and ideological attitude towards quietness during music 

events — including opera and instrumental concerts — in the 19th century to the 

social shift in concert attendance from the aristocracy to the bourgeoisie, alongside 

the establishment of a canonical repertoire. In Weber’s words: 

 
Indeed, from its start in 1776 aristocrats had led the Concert of 
Ancient Music, the first concert series with a canonic repertory, 
mounted with an unusually dignified social demeanour. What did 
change in the 1840s, however, was that the aristocratic clique that 
had shaped the world of Italian opera in the early 18th century now 
lived a more private existence, meeting more in its residences than at 
the opera.284 [...] Once there was no longer a tightly-knit little world of 
upper-class people ruling musical life, there was less talk and 
movement during performances.285 
 
 

This social shift in the 19th century was key to defining the dynamics of music 

events that would develop in the coming decades, complemented by attendant 

aesthetic and ideological changes. What Weber described as a decrease in 

‘movement’ of the audience during the events found a powerful equivalent in the 

Wagnerian conception of the [places] and dynamics of music events. As we have 

seen, Wagner’s theatre in Bayreuth, inaugurated in 1876, was one of the most 

influential steps towards the present conception of [places] for music [performance] 

as we know them today. It is important to remember that, even though our concert 

halls are historically based at least partially on the Wagnerian model, including the 

halls’ acoustic properties, such a model was actually conceived in order to hide the 

instrumentalists, separating the movements and gestures involved in the act of 

playing an instrument from the dramatic acts supported by the music. It is also 
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interesting to notice that the orchestra, one of the most important structures related 

to the origins of the theatre and one of the last vestiges of the sacred foundations of 

the theatrical practice, has been constantly shifted in place and importance, being 

‘filled with people’ in Baroque times286 and eventually ‘squeezed’ under the stage — 

a vestige from the Greek skene —   where the music ensemble that eventually came 

to be called ‘orchestra’ has been normally placed for many centuries. 

 

 

Figure 72. Bayreuth Festival Hall, audience view.
287

 

 

A little earlier than Wagner in Germany, venues called respectively café-concert 

and music halls in France and England, housed events that featured dynamics 

considerably different from those imposed by Wagner in his Bayreuth theatre. The 

music halls from the 19th century were [places] that rose as a consequence of the 

Theatres Act from 1843, which liberated any licensed theatres to host plays, and no 
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longer only the two London theatres in possession of the royal patent. According to 

Wiles, events taking place in music halls in England — and similarly in café-concerts 

in France — would involve members of the audience smoking, drinking, and enjoying 

a variety of entertainments,288 in dynamics that I imagine to be closer to that of the 

pleasure gardens mentioned earlier.289 Wiles also mentions that the attraction of the 

café-concert was in the variety of art forms that could be involved in an evening such 

as poetry, puppetry, jazz, and other forms of music, dance, and theatre,290 which 

later gave rise to artistic movements such as Dadaism. Although the dynamics of the 

events taking place in Bayreuth and concert halls were considerably different from 

each other, it is interesting to notice two facts that connect them. Firstly, these 

events were concerned primarily with the incorporation of many art forms: in the 

case of music halls and cafés, as detailed by Wiles, art forms such as poetry, 

puppetry, and dance would share the audience’s attention in the same evening; and 

in the case of Bayreuth, the application of Wagner’s ideal of Gesamtkunstwerk — the 

‘total’ work of art, conceived as the convergence of many forms of art291 — would 

theoretically be put into practice.292 Both [performance] situations would primarily 

involve music; however, in relation to the performers, events taking place in concert 

halls and café-concerts were particularly concerned with the integration of all the arts 

and the inclusion of the performers involved, whereas Wagner’s solution was the 

exclusion of instrumental performers from the audience’s view. I consider this an 
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interesting point to stress because, in France, around the same time as the 

inauguration of Bayreuth, another development was taking shape that would change 

profoundly the way [performance] and performers would be perceived: the invention 

of recorded sound.  
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2.3.4. The performer in absentia 

 

At this point in my overview of [performance] and its dynamics it is important to 

consider the impact that technological developments have had, and to recognise that 

music [performance] may no longer be strictly connected to the physical presence of 

performers as its main ‘agents’. Wagner’s Bayreuth cultivated the idea that the 

physical ‘drama’ of playing an instrument did not belong to the drama associated 

with his ideals of Gesamtkunstwerk and a heightened perception of art in general. 

Such an aesthetic ideal has never tried to abolish the presence of the instrumental 

performer, but nevertheless it did render it much less important than what was 

happening on the designated acting area. Furthermore, the Bayreuth Festival 

imposed upon its audience members different dynamics from those that they were 

used to: by surrounding his theatre with parkland far away from big city centres, 

Wagner wanted his audience to make a pilgrimage to a place without social 

distractions,293 an idea contrary to the dynamics of various kinds of events at the 

time, as I demonstrated earlier. 

 

Bayreuth’s contribution to the future of music [performance] was, thus, profoundly 

associated with Wagner’s vision for the dynamics of the events he presented. 

However, at the same time, the emergence of recorded sound brought new 

dynamics for the production and consumption of music at home that none of the 

other performing arts could enjoy at the time. One interesting way to explore this is to 

observe advertisements created for record players, which offer a window onto the 
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influence of this technology on the dynamics and perception of live events. The first 

example comes from an advert of Edison’s phonograph, from 1899. 

 

 

Figure 73. Advert for the Edison phonograph, 1899.
294

 

 

From this advert and its implied content, we can understand the expected 

function of record players at that time: to emulate the sound created by performers in 

the concert hall. In my view, there is another implication in this image: the suggestion 

that the target audience for concert halls and record players was, in fact, the same. If 

we consider this possibility, it can also be assumed that this advert subtly offers 
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some sort of ‘invitation’ for audience members to change their expectations in 

relation to music [performance] and the presence of performers.295  A few years 

later, in advertisements for Victrola, we can see a highly imaginative precursor for 

what is now our main way of consuming music. 

 

Figure 74. Advert for Victrola, 1916.
296
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Figure 75. Advertisement for Victrola, 1912.
297

 

 

 

As we can see from the image and text in the previous examples, the act of 

‘listening’ to opera, for example, was still at this time very much connected to the 

visual aspect of the art, suggested by the imagined presence of singers in the first 

example, and a ‘projection’ onto the wall above the reproduction device, in the 

second. Also interesting is the layout chosen to depict the way a family would enjoy 

listening to a Victrola device at home: in both examples the listeners are positioned 

exactly as they would be in a traditional Italian-style opera house, as described in the 
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 “Victor Victrola Advertisement, 1912,” Pinterest, accessed January 25, 2022, 
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/528891549961473109/. 
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previous chapter. This choice of layout is, it seems to me, a clear sign of how much 

the dynamics of listening to music from a disc at home were still connected to 

watching music live in opera houses and concert halls, despite the physical absence 

of performers. As we can see in the next adverts, in the coming decades the 

expected function of record players at home changed dramatically: devices that were 

initially supposed to emulate concert halls and opera houses were now taking 

centre-stage in people’s homes, being used in a vast array of ways. 

 

 

Figure 76. Advert for Victrola, 1920s.
298
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 “To the 1920’s,” Pinterest, accessed January 25, 2022, 
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/212795151114515989/#details?amp_client_id=amp-
ObBhmej5gYooEgUNTjdBiw&mweb_unauth_id=26587d4d1b3347ad8b27cdb54c02dbd8&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pin
terest.co.uk%2Famp%2Fpin%2F212795151114515989%2F.  
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Figure 77. Advert for RCA Victor, 1930s.
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Figure 78. Advert for Zenith, 1948.
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 “1948 Zenith Vintage Ad ‘A New Experience in Luxurious Listening’,” Pinterest, accessed January 25, 2022, 
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/766456430341669060/. 
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Figure 79. Advert for His Master's Voice, 1950.
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 “1950 advertisement for His Master’s Voice record players,” archive.org, accessed January 25, 2022, 
https://ia801804.us.archive.org/19/items/1950-advertisement-for-his-masters-voice-record-
players/1950%20advertisement%20for%20His%20Master%27s%20Voice%20record%20players.png. 
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Figure 80. Advert for Dual, 1971.
302

 

 

 

As we can clearly see in the evolution of these adverts, with the passing of a few 

decades the dynamics expected from the consumption of recorded music changes 

drastically, from group experiences emulating opera houses and concert halls, to 

individualized ones. In response to such a progression, the Walkman (released by 

Sony in 1979), allowed a completely individualized experience with music from any 

style.  
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 “Hi-Fi Heaven: Stereo & Record Player Advertising (1960s-1980s),” Flashbak, accessed January 25, 2022, 
https://flashbak.com/hi-fi-heaven-stereo-record-player-advertising-1960s-1980s-371214/. 
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Figure 81. Advert for SONY's Walkman, 1981.
303

 

 

 

The general dynamics of the consumption of music continued to move toward 

extreme customization and privatization by the emergence of other media, such as 

compact discs, digital files and, recently, streaming platforms, which, in my view, 

symbolize the definitive separation between the figure of the performer and the 

consumption of music. One might argue that the parallel development of video 

technologies brought back the figure of the performer into music consumption; 
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 “See 20 Walkmans & other portable tape players that made headphones the ultimate fashion accessory,” Click Americana, 
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however, the performer’s presence is a virtual and somewhat constructed image, a 

fact already envisioned in the early days of record players. Recent development in 

holographic projection and augmented reality can bring the image of the performer 

closer to their physical reality, but it does not change the fact that in the last few 

decades, and perhaps for the first time in history, music consumption became part of 

the private space of each individual, and disassociated from a social event or a 

subject ─ the performer ─ engaged in producing it in real time.  

 

The shift from music-watching towards music-listening that had already started in 

the 19th century meant not only a change in behaviour, but also a more tangible and 

measurable change in the design of concert halls and the character of the events 

happening within them. In recent decades, studies on the acoustics of different 

concert halls abound. Generally speaking, such studies either subjectively analyse 

the influence of acoustic parameters on the listeners’ preferences for particular 

halls,304 or they create rankings of concert halls based on measurable, objective 

criteria. For example, in a study published in 2016, Jukka Pätynen and Tapio Lokki 

used recordings of Beethoven’s music reproduced on loudspeakers in six different 

concert halls, in order to measure the emotional response of audience members to 

the same stimuli under different acoustic conditions and establish, based on such 

results, which concert halls would most likely be able to generate such responses.305 

The fact that studies such as this consider it acceptable not to involve live performers 

in its methodology might demonstrate, in my view, that some professionals now take 
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 Of which a good example is: Leo Beranek, “Subjective Rank-Orderings and Acoustical Measurements for Fifty-Eight Concert 
Halls,” Acta Acustica united with Acustica 89 (2003): 494-508. It is also interesting to notice that Beranek acknowledges that, 
from 150 people interviewed over a period of 40 years (1960-2000), only 80 interviews could be used for his study, as many 
‘[…] either knew too few halls well enough to comment or actually never seemed to have thought much about the acoustics’ 
(my emphasis). 
 
305

 Jukka Pätynen and Tapio Lokki, "Concert halls with strong and lateral sound increase the emotional impact of orchestra 
music," The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 139 (2016): 1214-1224, https://doi.org/10.1121/1.4944038. 
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for granted that the [performance] of music can be fully separated from its 

performers. It is interesting to note how much has changed in terms of the dynamics 

of music-making and consumption in the last 120 years: a technological device such 

as Edison’s phonograph evolved in such a way that its contemporary ‘relatives’, 

instead of trying to reproduce what happens in concert halls as was the case in 

1899, might have been instead dictating the rules for the design and use of new halls 

in recent decades.  

 

Considering such changes in aesthetics and behaviour, the figure of the 

performer, particularly in ‘concert’ music, might be seen to have been reduced from 

an essential element in music-making to an adjunct in a reality where their physical 

presence is no longer strictly required. However, one interesting corrective to this 

can be seen in the aesthetic collaboration between music [performance] and cinema, 

which started to be explored as early as the 1960s, when ‘film noir’ director Henri-

Georges Clouzot collaborated with Herbert von Karajan in the production of the 

series ‘The Art of Conducting’.306 In these films, the presence, gestures, and 

technical movements of both Karajan and the musicians, as well as the layout 

chosen for some scenes were explored by the director, resulting in a piece of art in 

which some elements of expressiveness in music gained particular relevance that 

could only be achieved by associating the visual and acoustic stimuli through the 

experienced eyes of a cinema director.  

 

More recently, however, particularly due to the advancements in recording 

technologies and streaming possibilities, the matter of ‘presence’ became again 
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 “Beethoven, Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67,” UNITEL, accessed January 27, 2022, 
http://www.unitel.de/en/product/do/detail.html?id=463. 
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central due to the fact that making and publishing music videos of one’s own playing 

became not just easier and cheaper, but essential for the development of the careers 

of younger musicians. The ‘digital’ presence of the performer is now a new reality, 

with many music events taking place across ‘hybrid media’, where the same event 

attended physically by a live audience can be also attended virtually by people from 

around the world. In my view such a way of producing and consuming music is only 

beginning to be assimilated by the general public and discussed in academic circles, 

but it is definitely a new socio-politically influenced factor to be considered in future 

studies in performative arts. The most recent shift in the dynamics of live music 

events happened in 2020, when the world started going through a sequence of 

lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic; at the time, virtually all public live 

[performances] were cancelled in many countries, creating an extraordinary barrier in 

the music market as a whole and affecting particularly those musicians in their early 

career. In a matter of days after the lockdown was imposed in England, for instance, 

thousands of performers, for different reasons, started posting videos of their 

playing, either by themselves or in groups of different sizes. Despite the variable 

quality of these videos, this phenomenon showed that videoed [performances] were 

now a necessary reality for the dissemination of ‘concert’ music.307 

 

As a response to the increasing demand for video projects, we are also seeing an 

increase of halls around the world being designed to support not only live, presential 

events, but also all the needs of video projects. Such venues are presented, in a 

way, as [empty spaces] in which all sorts of solutions for production requirements 

can be facilitated by the unobtrusive design of the venue, including events in which 

                                                           
307

 Without forgetting that other music genres other than ‘concert music’ have been using all sorts of cinematographic 
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the performer is not physically present. The conceptual opening of such venues to 

the possibility of [performance] events in the physical absence of performers ─ as in 

the case of video or holographic projections ─ might be a good indicator that we 

have entered a new phase in the very understanding of music [performance], a 

‘hybrid’ state308 in which the physical presence of the performer can no longer be 

taken for granted.309 A good example of such a venue is the National Sawdust, in 

New York, a venue designed from scratch to be able to combine high flexibility and 

advanced technology. 
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 It is worth noting that the matter of the performer’s presence in live events in what is generally known as pop music           
has already been called into question with the 3D concerts released in 2007 of Japanese singer Hatsune Miku, a          
projected character based on a Yamaha voice synthesizer developed and launched in 2007 by Crypton Future Media,          
and more recently with ABBA Voyage, a mixed media concert including live as well holographic projections. For further 
information about Hatsune Miku see: “Who is Hatsune Miku?,” Crypton Future Media, accessed March 7, 2022, 
https://ec.crypton.co.jp/pages/prod/virtualsinger/cv01_us.  For further information about ABBA Voyage see: “The Concert,” 
ABBA Voyage, accessed May 26, 2023, https://abbavoyage.com/theconcert/. For an interesting reflection on the matter of 
‘liveness’ in rock and pop concerts, particularly in connection to ‘authenticity’, see: Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a 
Mediatized Culture (London: Routledge, 1999), 61-111. 
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 This phase might have started, one can argue, with the many experiments of electro-acoustic music, particularly in 
acousmatic practices from the mid-20

th
 century onwards, and continued with concepts such as ‘music in the expanded field’, 

particularly through Marko Ciciliani’’s reflections about musical instruments, compositional skills and discourse in more recent 
developments of the making and consumption of music. For further information, see: Emmerson, Simon, Living Electronic 
Music (Farnham: Ashgate, 2007), 3-34.; Marko Ciciliani, “Music in the Expanded Field,” Academia, accessed June 05, 2023, 
https://www.academia.edu/35170374/Music_in_the_Expanded_Field. 
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Figure 82. Performance hall at The National Sawdust, in New York.
310

 

 

 

As we have briefly witnessed, the presence or absence of the figure of the 

performer has been through many phases in the history of music [performance], and 

technological advancements tend to push the boundaries and definitions of such 

‘presence’ into new realms. Apart from video projects, the current advancements in 

holographic projections, virtual and augmented realities and, more recently, the first 

explorations of the metaverse and artificial intelligence, show clear signs that this 

process of re-signification is far from over, inviting music professionals to enter an 

unexplored world of countless possibilities and definitions for music [performance]. 

As we will see in the coming chapter, although not involving tools such as 

holographic projections, I have also explored the matter of ‘presence’ at some of the 

New Stages Series events in a practical way, particularly on occasions where the 

physical presence of the performers was either completely hidden from sight or not 
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 “Venue Rental,” National Sawdust, accessed January 31, 2022, https://nationalsawdust.org/venuerental/. 
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directly assessable. I consider that this approach, apart from creating a point of 

interest in terms of the event’s dynamics, also has the potential to prompt performers 

and audience alike to reinterpret their roles and expectations within the context of a 

[performance] event. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The New Stages Series & Video Projects 

 

3.1. The New Stages Series 

 

Following the broad exploration of ideas and materials presented in chapters 1 

and 2, I will now demonstrate how some of my findings led to the conception and 

delivery of a series of live music events. The New Stages Series was a set of eight 

events that ran from September 2018 to March 2020, produced in different spaces at 

the Royal Academy of Music and other venues in London. Each event took 

inspiration from the information gathered in the first phase of my research project, 

part of which resulted in the first two chapters of this thesis.  This information is 

discussed in the context of each event in section 3.1.4, where I also engage with 

other aspects of my research which, although not included in the previous chapters, 

was relevant to a particular event. The process that took me from the information 

described in chapters 1 and 2 towards the evolution of the New Stages Series was, 

as might be expected, a non-linear one, as it not only involved a great variety of 

sources of inspiration, but also the need for filtering these into a deliverable series of 

events. During theoretical and field research I kept a sketchbook where I would draw 

any layout idea inspired by the subject I was studying or observing. Such ideas were 

generated in the most varied ways and unexpected situations, ranging 

geographically from villages in Africa to temples in Asia to shopping malls in Brazil. 

With the certainty that I could count on [empty spaces] for the events that I would 

produce in my series, I felt no barrier between inspiration and realization at this point, 
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letting ideas flow freely and taking notes and drawing layouts in my sketchbook. I 

ended up with about fifty sketches that served as a departure point for the choices I 

finally made for the series events. These choices were based on feasibility and the 

impact that they could generate, but also trying to find a good balance between 

Souriau’s ideas of frontality and circularity presented in his cube and sphere 

hypothesis, as we have seen earlier. 

 

These events provided a range of case studies through which I could apply the 

concepts, layouts and dynamics inspired by the theoretical, historical, and aesthetic 

explorations undertaken during this project, generating a workable database of 

relevant information that has helped me to answer my research questions. The 

maximum attendance for each event varied according to the layout used, and, 

although the main concern of this series was the practical application of conceptual 

ideas and not the commercial feasibility of such events, I was always interested in 

developing a way in which these would be more than ‘idea experiments’, and 

become something feasible in the near future. 
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3.1.1. Performance dynamics for the New Stages Series 

 

Each case study produced as part of the New Stages Series followed a specific 

process involving a concept phase and a production phase, in order to create events 

by means of a well-defined, repeatable, and assessable model. After dedicating the 

first year of my PhD project to historical and theoretical research, part of which 

resulted in the two previous chapters, the wealth of possibilities presented by such 

research made clear to me that, in order to maximise the potential applications of the 

many ideas that had emerged, I would need to design a new model for the 

production process of the events of the New Stages Series. The first part of this 

model comprised some of the research on specialized literature realised during my 

first year, alongside field research, followed by a creative ‘translation’ of some of the 

knowledge gained into ideas applicable to the events. Theory and practice were then 

brought together in order to process these ideas through a performer’s viewpoint and 

experiences; this involved applying a ‘filtering’ process to each idea, in order to 

devise events that were both feasible and relevant to at least some aspects of my 

research and to current performance practice, as well as practical for public 

presentation. These experimental events were produced in collaboration with 

performers, following the specific production guidelines as described below. As we 

will see later, the workshops that took place in the sequence of production steps of 

most of the events involved an initial concept that was put forward by me for the 

specific events, which could then be complemented or challenged by the performers 

in the workshop situation. In this way, the authorial roles were defined by a process 

in which the performers involved could influence, to a greater or lesser degree, the 

practical outcome of the events during the workshop phase; however, I retained 
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control over the starting concepts and basic layout ideas for each event, which I kept 

as close as possible to my original intentions.  

 

At the most pragmatic level, from the production point of view, I initially classified 

these events as either ‘passive’ or ‘immersive’, based on what I thought the role of 

audience members would be, as well as the attitude of performers. In ‘passive’ 

events audience members were expected to behave as ‘receptors’ of the 

[performance], not as ‘co-makers’ of it, and these events usually required a straight-

forward approach to their production. Performers were expected to act as they would 

in a more traditional setting, in which they place themselves in a situation of being 

observed, analysed, or even judged. In ‘immersive’ events, on the other hand, 

audience members were initially defined as ‘participants’ due to their importance in 

the making of the event and the directions it could take. Performers were here 

expected to know how to deal with unexpected reactions and to change the course 

of their performance, so improvisational skills and the ability to respond to any 

situation were of utmost importance.  

 

Each step of the New Stages Series involved a different database of knowledge 

connected to the specific event, the details of which vary and are included, wherever 

possible, in the production briefing included later in this chapter.  
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3.1.2. Building an event for the New Stages Series 

 

 

 

Creating a Framework 

 

As I mentioned earlier, a recurring feature of my performing career is that I have 

considered an intense process of creative preparation for public events to be an 

artistic necessity for me (see 1.1.). As this project brings together detailed research 

with an essentially practical output, I consider it to be a natural consequence and 

continuation of the way I have been thinking about artistic projects for a long time. 

Here, however, I felt the need to create a framework for these research processes 

that would allow me to clarify my understanding of them, to extend their reach, and 

to embed them into the process of creating [performance] events. I did not find a pre-

existing model for music events that provided what I needed for this research project, 

which instead led me to deepen my understanding of models from two other fields 

that could offer a starting point for the development of the framework I needed.  

 

The [performance] model I found most useful for this project was the seven-

phase sequence laid out by the influential theorist and practitioner Richard 

Schechner in his book Between Theater and Anthropology.311 Schechner’s 

sequence is built from: training, workshop, rehearsals, warm-up, performance, cool-

down, and aftermath. His work directly explores the anthropological origins of 

[performance], including its history and development, as well as investigating 

sequences adopted by traditional practices in different cultures. As a result, it 

provided me with a relevant and useful starting point for the development of the 
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 Richard Schechner, Between Theater & Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985). 
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model for my own project. Although Schechner focused on the anthropological 

development of theatrical practices, he also explored how such intercultural research 

can influence the preparation of actors today. Despite the fact that his ideas do not 

relate directly to music [performance], they provided some important insights for my 

project. According to Schechner:  

 
Generally, scholars have paid attention to the show, not to the whole 
seven-part sequence of training, workshop, rehearsals, warm-up, 
performance, cool-down, and aftermath. Theater people have 
investigated training, rehearsals, and performances but have slighted 
workshops, warm-up, cool-down, and aftermath. Just as the phases 
of the public performance itself make a system, so the whole 
“performance sequence” makes a larger, more inclusive system.312  
 
 

Despite providing an important starting point for project development, 

Schechner’s sequence does not constitute the final model I adopted for assessing 

the formal elements of a music event, as the nature of production today is, for many 

reasons, rather different from his working environment in the 1980s. With that in 

mind, I decided to draw inspiration from yet another creative model for the New 

Stages Series’ events. This model was ‘Design Thinking’, a term first mentioned by 

Herbert A. Simon in 1969,313 based on the ‘Design Process’, an approach for 

breaking down a large project into manageable chunks, and used in fields as varied 

as architecture, engineering, product design314, and anthropology.315  
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 Schechner, Between Theater & Anthropology, 16. 
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 “Design Thinking,” Interaction Design Foundation, accessed 12 August 2021, https://www.interaction-
design.org/literature/topics/design-thinking. 
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  “What Is The Design Process? Why Is It Helpful?,” Discover Design - Chicago Architecture Center, accessed July 30, 2021, 
https://discoverdesign.org/handbook. 
 
315

 A good example of the application of the design process in the field of Anthropology is: Maelee Thomson Foster and Sara 
Katherine Williams, “Megalithic Sites Reexamined as Spatial Systems,” in The Power of Place & Human Environments, ed. 
James A. Swan (Bath: Gateway Books, 1993), 120-133.  
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Figure 83. Schematics of the Design Process.
316

 

 

 

Some of the steps of the Design Process illustrated in fig.83 can be considered 

conceptually related to Schechner’s ideas, despite being from a different field. The 

two models, however, present an essential difference: whereas Schechner’s model 

exists in order to describe the process of the development and execution of a 

[performance] event, the Design Process focuses on problem-solving in order to 

convert an idea into reality.317 Despite this difference, I found that they complement 

each other in a very interesting way particularly in the building-up phase of an event; 

because the current project is based on the practical realization of conceptual ideas, 

I found that a merger of these two models could offer a reliable baseline from which I 

could devise my own model, and conduct all the stages of the production process. I 
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have laid out below both models side by side in order to make clearer the way that I 

consider that both processes complement and support each other: 

  

Schechner’s Sequence Design Process 

Training  

 Define 

 Collect 

Workshop Brainstorm & Analyse 

Rehearsals Develop | Feedback | Improve 

Warm-up  

Performance  

Cool-down  

Aftermath  

 

Table 2. Schechner's sequence and Design Process. 

 

 

Apart from being strongly influenced by these two models, my final model was 

also complemented by certain steps based on my personal experience in producing 

different kinds of events, particularly in details referring to publicity and marketing. 

After careful analysis of the theoretical material above, allied to the exploratory and 

often playful mind-set with which I approach my artistic projects, I built the creation 

and development of the events on two main parts: ‘Conception’, formed by a process 

I called ‘iii’ ─ information, inspiration, and incubation ─ which I consider to be 

particularly connected to the ‘Define’ and ‘Collect’ phase from the Design Process;318 
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 Long after the establishment of my model and the production of the events of the series I came across a theory first 
published in 1926 by Graham Wallas, outlining four stages of the creative process into Preparation, Incubation, Illumination, 
and Verification. Although I have not used Wallas’s ideas in the conception of my model, I thought it would be worth mentioning 
it as a curious and unintended crossing of labels. For further information about Wallas’s ideas, see: Graham Wallas, The Art of 
Thought (London: Jonathan Cape, 1926). 
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and ‘Production’, formed by ‘Inception’, ‘Preparation’, ‘Realization’, and ‘Aftermath’, 

which is an amalgamation of steps from the theoretical models outlined above 

combined with my own professional experience.  

 

The event build-up sequence created for this project is outlined below, including 

the two main phases and their subsections, some of which might be present or not 

according to the nature of the event.  

 

CONCEPTION 

iii 

Information  |  Inspiration  |  Incubation 

 

PRODUCTION 

INCEPTION 

Outline of basic layout  |  Choice of venue & dates  |  Choice of performers 

 

PREPARATION 

(First public announcement)  

Workshop  |  Design of publicity material  |  Publicizing the event  |  Rehearsal 

 

REALIZATION 

Run-through  |  Stewards briefing  |  Event  |  Programme dissemination 

 

AFTERMATH 

Cool-down  |  Public follow-up  |  Performers feedback 

 

 

One notable feature is that in the production phase, I found an ‘overlap’ between 

steps sometimes emerged across different events. As detailed below, whenever 
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possible the printed programmes of one event already included basic information 

(date, venue, and title) about the next event of the series, thus acting as a 

programme for one event and as the first public announcement of the next. In other 

words, in the context of my production steps, the ‘Programme dissemination’ of the 

current event coincided with ‘First public announcement’ of the next, and sometimes 

with ‘Choice of venue & dates’ for a third event. Even though this may sound 

overcomplicated, in practice this rationale worked in a rather organic way, which 

helped the series to unfold in a constant flow and brought a sense of unity in the way 

all events were produced and conveyed, which proved to be essential to the 

repeatability and assessability mentioned earlier, even when taking into account the 

widely varied layouts and dynamics applied to the different events of the series. 

Such variety was the result of the combination between the wider research 

conducted on [stage] and [performance] and a more specific study of particular 

elements involved in the build-up of each event. In this way, I considered that I had 

finally developed a model that would not only facilitate the repeatability and 

assessability of the events’ layouts and dynamics in a more direct way, but that 

would also offer the potential to keep my initial research questions mentioned in the 

Introduction always present throughout the production of the series. With that in 

mind, I could be certain that the individual events would not only be present within 

the full scope of my work, but that the entire universe of exploration triggered by my 

research questions would also be contained within each of the events, creating a 

unique sense of unity that I considered essential to move forward. 
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Conception: Information, Inspiration, Incubation (iii) 

 

The first phase of the build-up of an event of the New Stages Series was its initial 

conception, for which I developed the three-part process ‘iii’ noted above ─ 

information, inspiration, incubation ─ which I will now explain in more detail. 

 

 

Information 

 

The first step of ‘iii’ related to building up a knowledge database that might or 

might not be of direct importance to the project as whole. At this point a ‘no-filtering’ 

attitude was adopted, allowing information to flow freely, with the aim of avoiding, as 

much as possible, barriers that could come from my own training, social prejudices 

or personal biases. The general methodology for this step included exploring a 

combination of well-known and accepted sources alongside the activating of 

personal curiosity in uncovering new facts, sometimes in a rather unexpected way. 

 

This often involved: 

 

 Investigating published material on the historic, aesthetic, and conceptual 

elements of [performance] spaces; 

 

 Field trips followed by focused research in loco, which usually comprised: 

accessing specialized literature in local libraries; talking to specialists or non-
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specialists who could shed light on relevant questions; participating in events and 

personal exploration; 

 

 Analysis of what has been done previously in terms of the spatial use and 

dynamics of [performance] through a number of media such as video and 

published material; 

 

 Attendance at events related to alternative spatial dynamics in the field of 

[performance]. 

 

 

Inspiration 

 

This step was probably one of the most important parts of this project as a whole, 

and also probably the most subjective. It was the part of the process in which I 

assimilated the experiences of what I had seen and researched, and began to 

imagine their possible implications for newly designed music events. Hobart and 

Kopferer put this well in reference to aesthetic judgment and its intimacy with the 

sensing body:   

 
The forms and schemes of reason, even in their apparent abstraction 
or apparent transcendence of the body, are aesthetic in their 
composition and have their potency realized in their appeal to a 
feeling as much as to a rationating body. Reason is no less capable 
of emotional production as that which seems to stand outside reason. 
Indeed, it is the feeling, intuiting body that is vital in the very 
production of the schemes of reason and in the creation of abstract, 
objective knowledge.319 
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 Hobart and Kapferer eds, Aesthetics in performance, 4.  
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As aesthetic considerations are present throughout this work, I considered that 

the most productive way forward would be a methodological approach that allied the 

more objectively observable aspects of my research with my creative intuition built 

through professional experience. By taking this methodological stance, my personal 

views and experiences are inevitably present throughout the description of the 

conceptual and production steps of the events of the New Stages Series, in the 

interpretation of the performers’ feedback, and in the conclusion of the project as a 

whole – always respecting the known facts, while aware of the subjective roots of 

any artistic project that lie primarily within the universe of Aesthetics.  

 

 

Incubation 

 

The third and last step in the preparatory process involved the development of 

ideas in collaboration with performers and composers engaged in each event. This 

was the stage where ideas started to come under more detailed scrutiny, and where 

their practical application was analysed. A larger preoccupation with feasibility 

started to grow at this point, calling for a more ‘down to earth’ attitude when it came 

to the actual production and relevance of events.  

 

The main issues involved at this stage were: 
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 Specific research on stage management and production related to that event, 

including an initial analysis of potential risks associated with each event (i.e. 

possible Health & Safety issues, number of participants, etc); 

 

 Discussion of each concept with performers from different fields of artistic 

performance as well as professionals from other areas of knowledge when 

relevant; 

 

 Research into my current network of performers who might be interested in 

getting involved, or who could offer a specific expert contribution to the event. 

 

 

Production: Inception, Preparation, Realization, Aftermath 

 

In this section, I will discuss my methods directly in relation to the experience of 

mounting the New Stages Series. After the ‘iii’ phase of each event was considered 

to have reached a satisfactory point ─ a strong concept, solid production feasibility, 

and relevance to the project as a whole ─ the production process could begin. The 

sequence for ‘Production’ comprised steps that were considered to create public 

interest in attending music events, combined with those that could provide 

assessable research data. Items such as ‘design of publicity material’ and ‘public 

follow-up’, for example, have been added to my final model in order to incorporate 

factors that, in my view, might influence the reception and experience of an event in 

a direct or indirect way. Another relevant point is that some steps of Schechner’s 

sequence, such as ‘training’ and ‘cool-down’, have also been incorporated within my 
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model. Although such qualities tend to be either implied or subjective when it comes 

to music [performance] and performers, and thus not completely assessable from 

this project’s point of view, they are relevant within the context of the planning and 

production of the events.  

 

 

INCEPTION 

 

● Outline basic layout: the first sketches for the basic layout of the event were 

made once ‘iii’ was considered to have reached a point in which research, 

concept, and practical application offered a strong basis to start the 

production and promotion steps. The event’s layout, along with the event’s 

title, served as the basis for the publicity material in order to communicate the 

intended nature of the experience to potential participants. 

 

● Choice of venue & dates: after the basic layout was defined, the next step 

was to choose the most adequate venue. For practical and research reasons, 

most of the events of the series happened at the Royal Academy of Music 

(RAM), with a few others taking place externally. The venues that I focused on 

as part of my project were [empty spaces],320 which could offer greatest 

flexibility for the event’s layout, performance dynamics, and lighting.  

 

● Choice of performers: after the basic layout was decided, performers were 

contacted in order to establish their interest in taking part in the event. The 
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 Following the conceptual exploration of the terminology as presented earlier.  
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level of training, age, and experience of performers varied in each situation, 

although they were mostly classically-trained RAM current and former 

students who had either already been involved in experimental events or 

were willing to try them out. External performers, when needed, were sourced 

from my own network, or from previous contacts made through other events, 

in which performers themselves expressed their willingness to take part in the 

series. The main criteria adopted in the choice of performers for the events 

were: open-mindedness; technical proficiency; capacity for performing under 

high pressure; capacity for dealing with unpredictable events; artistic 

creativity; ability to understand and accept roles and guidelines; a 

professional attitude towards colleagues and all involved in the production of 

the event. 

 

 

PREPARATION 

 

● Workshop: after an initial briefing about the general concept and ideas for the 

event, performers were usually invited to a group meeting in which more 

details about the event were unveiled, and the discussion was opened up to 

allow each individual to bring their own ideas, based on personal experience 

and interests. The general atmosphere was one of non-restrictive 

cooperation, as I find that, even though I had spent a long time on the ‘iii’ 

phase, performers were usually able to share interesting complementary 

views about basic conceptual and production elements.321 At the end of the 
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 Peter Brook offers a very interesting report about this attitude as a theatre director in: Brook, The Empty Space, 106. 
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workshop, ideas that were considered to work best within that given context 

were documented in order to be applied in the rehearsal(s), when applicable. 

 

● Design of the publicity material: the visual identity of the series was 

conceived from the beginning to be as connected as possible to the raison 

d’être of the project as a whole. The main focus was that it needed to convey 

the basic information of the event in the clearest, most concise way, while 

reflecting the experimental nature of the project. The media used for each 

event were: e-poster, printed poster, word-of-mouth, and printed programme 

of the previous event. In all cases, following Brook’s idea that ‘everything 

helps to condition an audience’,322 publicity avoided giving away any details 

about the programme or performers in the hope that people would attend the 

events primarily to experience the layout and concept rather than the 

repertoire and players.  

                                                           
322

 Brook, The Empty Space, 131. 



 

209 

 

 

Figure 84. Sample poster for the New Stages Series. 
 
 

 

● Publicizing the event: the basic media used for publicizing the events were: 

Facebook page dedicated exclusively to the New Stages Series; ticket selling 

website (Eventbrite), which acted as a service to sell tickets and to publicize 

the events via their own platform and correlated websites; my own website; 

printed posters delivered to specific places; emails with e-posters to friends, 

colleagues, acquaintances, and individuals who had confirmed their 

willingness to receive information about the series;  word-of-mouth instigated 

by me, performers, and friends. The Facebook page was created in order to 

keep information easily accessible for users of this social media platform and 
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also to facilitate the booking of tickets on Eventbrite via the Facebook event 

page. For those not on Facebook, information about the event could be 

accessed on its Eventbrite page. 

 

● Rehearsal: as the rehearsals, when included, were the first real contact of the 

performers with the performance layout, some practice time was usually 

necessary for them to get used to the new performative environment. Apart 

from offering this opportunity to performers, the rehearsal was used to ‘wrap 

up’ the whole concept and general dynamics of the event, and to apply and 

potentially discard ideas generated in the workshop. No changes in the 

concept were made unless I considered it absolutely necessary; ideas from 

performers in relation to the functioning of the event were only accepted if 

they helped to solve practical issues. Although it might appear to be contrary 

to the ‘open-mindedness’ initially required from the performers, I consider this 

kind of attitude necessary when producing any kind of public event. Due to 

the often highly experimental nature of these case studies, sometimes the 

workshops and rehearsals did not culminate in a level of effectiveness that 

was expected (i.e. the quality of performance, layout, etc); however, by this 

point the event was scheduled to go ahead anyway and its logistics needed 

to work as effectively as possible within the reality of the situation. In the later 

stages of rehearsal, the time and energy previously spent on conceptual 

discussions and experimentation was then used for practical and logistical 

work towards the successful production of the event itself, in order to 

guarantee the flow of the event for performers, participants, and supporting 

personnel. 
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REALIZATION 

 

● Run-through: when present, run-throughs took place on the day of the event, 

usually a few hours before the starting time. Their aim was to offer 

performers the closest possible situation to that of the actual event, and help 

fix any last minute production issues; these were usually done without an 

interval, with only quick amendments that did not break the continuity of the 

run-through. After it was over, the performers and I usually talked about small 

issues that had happened and that might happen during the event and how to 

solve them, including ‘plans B’ in which one or more performers should act 

together in order to keep the event flowing seamlessly. I feel that this was a 

very important pre-event bonding opportunity for the group, and there was 

usually a sense of companionship and collaboration between colleagues at 

this point. The venue was then free for performers to use as they wished ─ to 

warm up, walk around, or even try out material for the event. At this point, in 

the meantime, I usually started the stewards’ briefing. 

 

● Stewards’ briefing: each event of the New Stages Series had very specific 

production criteria associated with it, and it was important that stewards were 

aware of how the event would run, what to expect from it, and any specific 

actions that they needed to implement, such as special lighting arrangements 

or instructions for handing out the printed programmes. Most of the time, 

particularly in events at the RAM, I could fill out a form with instructions and 

general comments that helped the stewards to understand beforehand how 

the event was supposed to run. In some events stewards had an active role 
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in realizing certain functions, while in others their role was mostly the same 

as in more traditional concerts. They usually arrived two hours before the 

event began, and went away as soon as all the attendees had left.  

 

● Event: the events generally ran for fifty to sixty minutes, without an interval, 

spoken intermissions or anything else that might alter its flow. Some of the 

extraneous actions that I aimed to avoid were: photographers moving around 

the space; spoken introductions of any sort; latecomers; any sort of verbal 

communications between the stewards in the venue; and any sort of invasive 

recording devices.323 If needed, stewards delivered basic instructions to 

participants on their arrival and were generally prepared to answer any 

questions on how the event would unfold, and what was expected from 

participants within the general context. All attendees had pre-booked tickets, 

and attendee lists were provided to stewards with all the details they needed 

in order to check bookings and to provide any other information to 

participants. Traditional elements associated with music concerts, such as 

clapping and bowing, were not encouraged as part of the event. As 

mentioned earlier, I do not consider applause as ‘problematic’; however, I 

consider that such behaviour is associated with ‘audience feedback’ which 

was not taken into consideration for my final conclusions. Sometimes 

performers referred to the presence or lack of such elements in their 

feedback, but this was generally treated as complementary information rather 

than as research material. It is important to reiterate that the level of public 

acknowledgement of performers was not considered a measure of success of 
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 In some of the events, this resulted in video recordings of relatively low resolution, due to elements such as lack of light, 
camera positioning that was not ideal, or simply due to the impossibility of assessing the correct functioning of recording 
equipment during the event. 
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the events at any moment, as it is in general an attitude of mass expression 

that, from the production point of view, cannot be programmed or assessed in 

any reliable way.324 

 

● Programme dissemination: after each event printed programmes were 

handed out by the stewards to each participant as they left the venue. The 

programmes were designed so that participants got to know the works that 

had been performed, the names of performers, and a simple written 

conceptual reference to that event. It is important to point out that biographies 

and programme notes were not offered in the printed programmes, and the 

only written information included related directly to the event itself;325 this was 

an attempt to focus participants’ attention on what I considered to be 

essential to the general experience of the event. 

 

 

 

AFTERMATH 

 

● Cool-down: interaction among performers and between performers and 

audience/participants happened naturally after each event. This stage is 

often overlooked by performers and promoters, but it can usually offer great 

insights and ideas for future events or for re-runs of the same event layout.  

 

                                                           
324

 For a wide-ranging historical account about the research on audiences and a reflection on modern types of audiences, see: 
Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst, Audiences (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: SAGE Publications, 1998).  
 
325

 I assume that a considerable amount of information about works and performers can nowadays be easily found on the 
internet, on published material, or on performers’ websites and social media, so their inclusion in the programmes of the series 
was, in my view, unnecessary. 
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● Public follow-up: during the days that followed the event, photos were 

posted on the Facebook page, together with performers’ names and the 

complete programme. The intention with this was to create a wider interest 

about the performers and future events in the series. At this point complete 

information about each event was also included on my website, in a section 

dedicated to the series. This was the only official ‘repository’ of information 

about the series besides the Facebook page, so followers of the series could 

keep track of what had been done before. 

 

● Performers’ feedback: the last step for each event was the performers’ 

feedback, which was important in helping me answer specific questions in 

relation to that particular event. This material, combined with the study of 

published material, field research, and case studies, was essential in 

reaching conclusions related to the subject of this study. The two first 

questions were related to terminology, whereas the two last questions were 

related to behaviour. In this way, my idea was to get answers that would be 

as straight-forward as possible, while still allowing performers to share their 

insights, which considerably helped me when trying to understand the extent 

to which these practical experiments related or not to my theoretical 

research. The questionnaire was sent to performers as a friendly email 

shortly after the event, explaining the importance of such response to the 

project as a whole. The model of the email sent to performers after each 

event was: 
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Hi (name), 

 
Thank you once again for taking part in the last event of New Stages 
Series! I hope you’ve had a good experience overall. 

 
When you have a few spare minutes, could you please give me quick 
feedback on the research questions below related to the event? Your 
answers will be strictly confidential and included in the database of my 
PhD project. Please feel free to be as short or argumentative as you 
wish in your answers, while sticking to the question asked.  
 
 

1. Do you consider that the event was a 'Performance'? 
 

2. Was there a 'stage'? If so, where was it? 
 

3. In your view, what was the role of participants ('audience' 
members)? Were they actively or passively engaged in the event? 

 
4. Do you consider the spatial arrangement has influenced your 
performance in any way? If so, could you describe how? 
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3.1.3. An overview of the New Stages Series 

 

The New Stages Series ran from September 2018 to March 2020 and comprised 

the eight events listed below.  

 

Event 1: ‘This Is Who We Are’, 27/09/2018, Angela Burgess Recital Hall (RAM) 

Event 2: ‘Séance’, 31/10/2018, Concert Room (RAM) 

Event 3: ‘Analogos’, 01/02/2019, Angela Burgess Recital Hall (RAM) 

Event 4: ‘Claustrophobia’, 29/03/2019, Concert Room (RAM) 

Event 5: ‘Deconstructing Dance’, 29/05/2019, Performance Space(Willesden Green Library) 

Event 6: ‘NON/SENSE’, 30/01/2020, Angela Burgess Recital Hall (RAM) 

Event 7: ‘Empty’, 06/03/2020, October Gallery 

Event 8: ‘This Is Who We Are’, 13/032020, Concert Room (RAM) 

 

 I prepared the table below to include, in a more systematic way, quantifiable 

information that I consider to be central to the production process, particularly related 

to the presence of workshops, rehearsals and run-throughs, as well as listing the 

number of performers involved and changes in layout. I considered this to be useful 

in order to give an overview of how the production steps described earlier were 

applied for each event as the series evolved, as well as generating a more concise 

way of displaying information that might serve as a ground for comparison and, 

eventually, discussion. It is worth noting at this point that, although the steps in my 

production model were considered an essential part of the methodological approach 

of the series as a whole, some of these have been deliberately left aside for some of 

the events. When analysing the fourth event, for instance, we can see that its 
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production did not include any workshop, rehearsal, or run-through, whereas events 

such as the first of the series included all three. What might be considered a 

methodological flaw is, rather, evidence of the necessary flexibility of the production 

model when it comes to delivering an artistic event; as I mentioned earlier, my own 

professionally-informed intuition guided a considerable part of this research and led 

me to recognise the need for a higher flexibility in certain aspects of methodology in 

this project and in artistic research in general. The absence of specific steps in some 

events must be, therefore, interpreted as an artistically-driven choice, the reasons for 

which will, I hope, be made clear in the description of the events below.      

 

 

Questions 
 
                Event 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

6 
 

7 8 

Viewing Mode 
Frontal 

(Indirect) 
Round 
(Dark) 

Round Frontal Frontal 
Immersive 

(Dark) 
Undefined 

Frontal 
(Indirect) 

 
Last sketched layout 

= final layout? 
 

Yes No Yes No Yes Yes No Yes 

 
Number of performers 

 
06 09 01 04 02 05 01 04 

 
Workshop 

 
Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes 

 
Rehearsal 

 
Yes Yes No No Yes No No Yes 

Run-through Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes 

 
Table 3. New Stages Series: production details. 

 

Apart from this table, the next section includes videos of animations showing the 

layouts and the general performance dynamics of each of these events, in order to 

clarify how each was choreographed. The animations also offer a clear replicable 

model that could work with different programmes, performers, or venues, for 
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colleagues who would like to apply the same production framing in other contexts. 

The animations are followed by selected clips of the events to give some sense of 

the experience of each, although due to the very nature of the events and my special 

care in not disrupting the flow of the event, high quality recordings of most of the 

New Stages Series events were virtually impossible to capture. I consider, however, 

that such video clips can convey a good idea of the general layout and dynamics 

applied to each [performance] situation. 
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3.1.4. The New Stages Series events: conceptions, layouts, and 

production details 

 

Event 1, ‘This Is Who We Are’ 

 

The title of the first event of the New Stages Series is a direct comment on what I 

consider one of the most arguable passages in the influential book Musicking by 

Christopher Small. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Small understands that 

music events are a way of stating, to ourselves and to others, that ‘this is who we 

are’ or that ‘these are our values and priorities’. However, as I argued earlier, based 

on the historical evidence provided, the current dominant layout and dynamics of 

Western music events may not be a choice, but an imposition with political, social, 

and economic implications. The title of this event was, therefore, a somewhat ironic 

comment on Small’s ideas, since what audience members saw in front of them might 

not necessarily have been what the performers were actually doing, but instead what 

they appeared to be doing.  

  

 

iii 

 

 The information phase for this event was mainly dominated by writings by 

Christopher Small and Michel Foucault. As I mentioned, the former provided what is 

for me ─ particularly after conducting this research project ─ a very controversial 

statement: 
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During a musical performance, any musical performance anywhere 
and at any time, desired relationships are brought into virtual 
existence so that those taking part are enabled to experience them 
as if they really did exist.  
 
By bringing into existence relationships that are thought of as 
desirable, a musical performance not only reflects those relationships 
but also shapes them. […] In articulating those values it allows those 
taking part to say, to themselves, to one another and to anyone else 
who may be paying attention: these are our values, these are our 
concepts of ideal relationships, and consequently, this is who we 
are.326  
 
 
 

 In this event and the eighth and last of the series which shares the same title, 

I had the opportunity to offer an ‘artistic’ comment on Small’s remarks, using the 

same layout while exploring different delivery techniques. In the case of this first 

event, the inspiration was particularly triggered by two words from Small’s quote: 

‘reflection’ and ‘shapes’. When the author affirms that a musical [performance] 

‘reflects’ and ‘shapes’ social relationships, it triggered the idea of ‘reflection’ as 

related more literally to mirrors (the first event), while ‘shapes’ made me think of 

shadows, which were used in the eighth event. For this first event specifically, I 

wanted to use the mirror as a metaphor to express the illusion of control, 

interrogating the utopian idea that audience members actually have any say over 

how they will experience music events, while in fact venues and dynamics are 

shaped by many social, political, and economic forces. While the incubation phase 

was developing, I remembered Foucault’s conception of heterotopias, which I 

discussed in Chapter 1. Foucault’s thoughts about mirrors as utopias and as 

heterotopias fascinated me, as they also expressed the relativism I was aiming to 

explore in the New Stages event: 
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I believe that between utopias and these quite other sites, these 
heterotopias, there might be a sort of mixed, joint experience, which 
would be the mirror. The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a 
placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself there where I am not, in 
an unreal, virtual space that opens up behind the surface; I am over 
there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow that gives my own 
visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there where I am 
absent: such is the utopia of the mirror. But it is also a heterotopia in 
so far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of 
counteraction on the position that I occupy. From the standpoint of 
the mirror I discover my absence from the place where I am since I 
see myself over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, 
directed toward me, from the ground of this virtual space that is on 
the other side of the glass, I come back toward myself; I begin again 
to direct my eyes towards myself and to reconstitute myself there 
where I am. The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it 
makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself 
in the glass at once absolutely real, connected to all the space that 
surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it 
has to pass through this virtual point which is over there.327 
 
 

Foucault’s ideas about the ambiguity of mirrors triggered many ideas for this 

event, particularly for the end, when audience members would for the first time in the 

event watch themselves in the mirror. The fact that the music performers needed to 

‘calculate’ their desired projection also generated interesting discussions and 

thoughts about [stage] and audience interaction.  

 

 

Layout and production details 

 

The final layout was not modified from my first ideas for the event. There were 

nine seats available, and the audience members would have to be placed in a 

roughly 90⁰ angle in relation to the mirror, therefore it was essential to find a way to 

lay out the chairs in order to provide all audience members with a good view of the 
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 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias,” 
https://foucault.info/documents/heterotopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en/. 
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mirrored [performance] area at all times. The sketch for the final layout was as 

follows: 

 

 

Figure 85. Final sketch for 'This is Who We Are'. 
 

 

As can be seen from the pictures below, taken after the rehearsal, the final seat 

arrangement was somewhat different from the one on the sketch, with the seats 

organised in rows rather than randomly. It is also worth noting that the chairs that 

can be seen behind the mirror remained there just during the rehearsal, due to the 

logistics in the venue, and were removed prior to the event. This event included six 

solo performers, who attended one workshop and one rehearsal prior to the event. 

Production equipment included two big mirrors (one ‘main’ mirror through which the 

audience could see the performers during the event and another turned backwards 

and used as a background to the performers), a room divider, a large black cloth that 

I used to cover the view from the mirror during change of scenes, a floor-lamp with 

red light, and the built-in room lights. In the workshop, attended by all performers, I 

explained my key practical intentions for the event, and was offered some valuable 
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ideas from them. It was interesting that some performers took some time to adapt to 

the fact that their image would be primarily in the mirror’s reflection and they could 

not see themselves; however, this proved not to be a big issue as they learned how 

to frame themselves within the new context. The choice of programme was 

completely the performers’ decision, with the simple requirement that the works 

chosen should, in their view, offer the possibility of exploring some aspect of the 

spatial arrangement. During the rehearsal, some movements were more finely 

choreographed, both in terms of the playing and the scene changes, and the 

programme order was defined according to both the conceptual connection between 

pieces and more practical logistics. 

 

Some interesting points arose from performer’s spatial explorations, like the fact 

that, if you considered that the mirror was a sort of [stage], going ’off stage’ could 

actually mean coming closer to the dividing screen ─ i.e. closer to the audience area 

─ but out of sight in the mirror. One performer decided to be completely removed 

from a ‘concert’ paradigm by not facing the audience directly but turning towards the 

other side of the room, which would allow audience members to see only his left side 

in the mirror. One of the most interesting decisions, in my view, was related to the 

pianist’s performance that brought the event to an end: shortly before the pianist 

started playing, while I covered the view from the main mirror with the black cloth, 

two of the other performers turned the ‘background’ mirror so that the reflective 

surface faced forwards whilst also hiding the pianist behind the mirror. Just before 

the playing began, I uncovered the main mirror again and, due to the optic effect 

created by two facing mirrors, the audience members could only see their own 

reflection, as I had initially imagined. My plan was to connect the end of the event to 
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the event title, and inspire the audience members to reflect upon what they had 

previously experienced, and the relevance of their presence.328   

 

The event happened as planned, and, as I had anticipated, the traditional final 

applause that usually follows the end of concerts did not happen. In my view, this 

might have been due to the combination of different factors, such as the absence of 

the performer from view; the character of the last work, Rameau’s ‘L’entretien des 

muses’; and the audience’s uncertainty about the actual end of the event due to the 

absence of a printed programme. The end was only signalled by the opening of the 

room’s doors by the stewards shortly after the pianist had finished playing, and 

printed programmes were distributed to all audience members on their way out, as 

planned.  

 

                                                           
328

 It was interesting that some attendees inferred to me afterwards, during the ‘cool down’ phase, that they could see 
themselves in the mirror throughout the whole event, whereas in reality, this was only possible for the last piece. Other 
audience members also mentioned an interesting aural illusion whereby they suddenly placed the real location of the sound 
source in the final piece; until then they had unconsciously perceived the mirror as the sound source. I do not know what 
caused this effect, but I imagine that there might be some neurological explanation for it. 
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Figures 86 & 87. Audience view and performer positioning during the rehearsal for 'This is Who We Are'. 
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Figure 88. Black cloth used to cover the image of the mirror, allowing the change of performers. 
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Figure 89 & 90. Pianist's position and audience view at the end of 'This is Who We Are', during rehearsal. 

 

 

Figure 91. Audience during the event 'This is Who We Are'. 

 

 

 

ANIMATED LAYOUT & VIDEO CLIPS OF NSS1, ‘THIS IS WHO WE ARE’ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rv5nfyxGu4Q 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rv5nfyxGu4Q
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Event 2, ‘Séance’ 

 

For some time, even before this research project began, I imagined how it would 

be to produce an immersive music event, with a specially-designed layout, 

completely in the dark. I imagined that this would be a very interesting way of 

exploring musical textures associated with the senses ─ particularly sight, or lack 

thereof ─ which might offer a better understanding of the art of [performance] as a 

whole.329 New Stages Series was a perfect forum for this event, as it required 

experimentation at a level that might not be feasible even in series and festivals 

known for their engagement with experimentalism.    

 

iii  

 

The information phase for ‘Séance’ included research on a wide range of material 

which was then narrowed down as part of inspiration. The material I chose to focus 

on was determined by what I considered to hold the most potential for the 

development of a music event in the dark, and was mainly based on published 

material by Hans Egede, and by the work of Jakobsen and Stobart discussed earlier, 

together with insights from field research in Zambia. 

 

While researching ritual theories and some anthropological works for the previous 

chapters, I came across the writings of Hans Egede (1818), a Christian missionary 

stationed in Greenland in the 19th century. Egede’s description of his experience 

among local Greenlanders in one of their ‘enacted’ rituals, even if permeated by the 

                                                           
329

 It is worth acknowledging, of course, that the execution of works in complete darkness has been explored by composers 
such as Georg Friedrich Haas, for example in his Solstices and String Quartet no. 3. 
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disbelief of the narrator, offers a detailed and lively account of how angakkuts,330 the 

local spiritual leaders, would conduct their shamanistic ‘events’ in dark rooms. In 

Egede’s description: 

 
The farce or imposture is thus acted: a number of spectators 
assemble in the evening at one of their houses, where, after it is 
grown dark, every one being seated, the angekkok causes himself to 
be tied, his head between his legs and his hands behind his back, 
and a drum is laid at his side; thereupon, after the windows are shut 
and the light put out, the assembly sings a ditty, which, they say, is 
the composition of their ancestors [...].331 
 
 

The vivid image of this ritual created by Egede, together with his description of it 

as a ‘farce’, inspired me to think not only about the elements of such ritual and how 

they could translate into a contemporary event in the dark, but also about the validity, 

and even necessity, of ‘farce’ as an element in [performance].   

 

Egede’s writings are referred to by Jakobsen, who, as discussed in 2.3.1, also 

offers a thorough reflection on shamanistic activities, with particular focus on the 

Greenlandic angakkuts. She introduces readers to the basic concepts of this human 

activity that permeated historic periods and cultures, as well as providing a long 

exposition on the activities and importance of the angakkuts. One of the interesting 

concepts she explores is the definition and levels of trance, which can be connected 

to many shamanistic practices around the world:   

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
330

 These spiritual leaders can be referred to with different spellings, such as angakkuts, angekkoks, or angakkoqs as was seen 
earlier in Jakobsen’s writings. 
 
331

 Hans Egede, A Description of Greenland, 2nd ed. (London: T. & J. Allman, London, 1818), 189-190. 
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The shaman (sic) use of different levels of trance can be described 
as follows:  
 
Light trance. A state of incomplete ecstasy. Only partial suspension 
of exterior influences. The vision is a waking vision. In this trance the 
guardian spirits and the helping spirits appeared. This state might be 
used in connection with healing or divination. 
 
Nightly dreams. Dream in which spirits appear as helpers and 
informants.  
 
Deep trance. The shaman appears as if dead. The stage for 
excursion into the other world, the drama not visible to the mortal 
eyes. Healing and journeying to the land of the dead.332 

 
 

The active participation of the audience is obviously an important part 
of the success of the séance. The audience see the angakkoq being 
tied, hear the drum getting excited, meet the different helping spirits, 
replace the journeying angakkog, see his departure in a tail of light to 
the dwellings of helping or hostile spirits, or to the Mother of the Sea 
to sort out the transgression of taboo rules, and know the spirits 
entering one by one by their ‘appearance’ and their names and 
voices. Without this host of believers the séance would come to 
nothing.333 
 
 

Also during my research into anthropological writings, I came across Stobart’s 

description of a ritualistic celebration from Bolivia called rinuwa, and the local 

concept of social harmony based on musical cacophony. As discussed earlier, 

Stobart refers to the concept as ‘violent harmony’ as part of the tinku ritual, and I 

found his description of these fascinating celebrations in the Andes and the local 

attitude towards music particularly appealing for this event:  

 
Through the late morning, groups of musicians swarmed into the 
village and assembled around the church, the sounds of their diverse 
musics constantly growing in volume and cacophony. With the 
priest’s arrival, al instruments were hushed for mass. But as soon as 
the service was over, and people began to spill out of the church, the 
multitude of instruments struck up again in even wilder and more 
chaotic cacophony.334 

                                                           
332

 Jakobsen, Shamanism, 10. 
 
333

 Jakobsen, Shamanism, 124. 
 
334

 Stobart, Music and the Poetics of Production in the Bolivian Andes, 187. 
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[...] the collective and simultaneous performance of a multiplicity of 
musics can also invoke a sense of unity and homogenization, as the 
plethora of parts, people(s) or spirits that go to make up an imagined 
community, a powerful being, or even the world.335 
 
 
 

Finally, during field research in Zambia in June 2018, I had the opportunity to 

experience the ubuomba, an enculturation between Christian and indigenous beliefs 

which I discussed in previous chapters. Ubuomba celebrations happen in Catholic 

churches on specific dates of the year (in the case of my visit, the celebration of 

Corpus Christi). The Christian mass is permeated by local practices of singing and 

dancing, performed by specially-trained groups, including children, who sing in the 

local language accompanied by complex drumming patterns. During the same trip I 

joined Dr. Mwesa Mapoma, one of Africa’s most respected ethnomusicologists and 

founding member of the University of Zambia, in talks for music teachers at Ngoma 

Dolce Academy in Lusaka. In his talk Mapoma spoke about many aspects of African 

ritual practices, and I had the opportunity to engage with some specific questions 

directly related to my research, and particularly connected to the levels of trance 

included in Jakobsen’s work. Mapoma’s insights were very important in devising 

many aspects of the final event of ‘Séance’, particularly in my own drums playing: 

Mwesa Mapoma: [In Africa] you can’t go into trance without music. 
Sometimes, to stop the person going into a trance is by tuning, if I 
may use the word, tuning into a different music. [...] If I want to stop 
what is happening, when possessed by the spirit of a white person, I 
introduce this different type of music and with that the line which you 
establish in order to reach that level of interaction is interrupted, and 
therefore that immediately starts calling you out of it. 
 
Fabricio Mattos: Because the music pattern changes...? 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
335

 Stobart, Music and the Poetics of Production in the Bolivian Andes, 194. 
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MM : Yes, the musical pattern changes and the response to music by 
a particular person changes.336 

 

Based on the experiences and knowledge acquired in information, I started to 

narrow down the available material even more, in order to construct strong 

conceptual pillars for my creative process as part of inspiration. So far, it was clear to 

me that the key idea that I wanted to adopt was to conduct the whole event in 

complete darkness and that performers would act as spirits summoned for that 

occasion only. Another important source for this event was Stobart’s writings, which 

inspired a very specific moment in the final event when performers would improvise 

all at the same time trying to find ‘harmony through diversity’, as it were. This 

moment was planned ─ and indeed rehearsed ─ as a sort of climax of the event, 

leading to the end which was, following a circular approach to programming, a mirror 

of the beginning with solo drums played by the ‘leader’ of the event, who would 

‘disappear’ in a similar way as the Greenlandic angakkok described by Egede.  

 

When the inspiration phase started to generate solid ideas about the dynamics of 

the final event, the production aspects of it naturally started to be taken into 

consideration, thus initiating the incubation. The desired effect on the audience for 

this event was that of thriller movies, where spectators are kept ‘on the edge of their 

seats’. For that purpose the main decision was to keep the audience grouped 

together in the middle of the [empty space], while performers would be positioned 

around them and able to move relatively freely. In this way a slightly claustrophobic 

feeling could be created by the layout itself in combination with the movements, 

noises, and improvisation of performers that could happen at any time and could 

                                                           
336

 Mwesa Mapoma and Fabricio Mattos, “Music performance in Africa and Brazil,” Ngoma Dolce Academy, Lusaka, Zambia, 
June 2018. 
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therefore engender sudden surprise. This layout would also offer the opportunity for 

performers to explore other performative possibilities that they would not otherwise 

have explored in traditional concert situations, such as improvised actions, direct 

interaction with participants, and unusual noises. Improvisation was an important 

aspect of this event: as one of the main ideas was to deal with the audience’s 

unexpected reactions, I considered the ability to improvise of utmost importance for 

the success of this concept. As one can imagine, a ritual such as the one described 

by Egede, independently of its veracity as supernatural phenomena or ‘mere’ 

performance, would offer participants moments of unexpected thrill and suspense 

combined with moments of thoughtfulness and relaxation. As the concept of this 

event dealt with reactions from participants and performers alike, the ability of 

performers to ‘read the moment’ was considered crucial for a successful delivery, 

and such performers were carefully selected from my own network of colleagues 

with whom I had worked in the past, or whom I had already seen performing in live 

events in which these qualities were required. 

 

As we can see from above, the iii for this event involved a complex set of 

elements stretching from conceptual research to the final decisions regarding 

programming and dynamics. As I mentioned, I had already thought of producing a 

‘blacked-out’ event for some time, which made the decision to start the production of 

it challenging and exciting at the same time, particularly due to the high expectations 

created by the performers and myself, and the high chance of having to deal with the 

unexpected during the performance. As can be seen below, however, the production 

process, although complex and challenging in many ways, happened without any 

particular issues, leading the event to a relatively smooth conclusion. 
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Layout and production details  

 

As can be seen from the first complete sketch below, the intention with the first 

layout was to have a kind of a ‘flock’ of participants in the middle, with the aim of 

creating a slightly claustrophobic environment and a heightened sense of 

apprehension. This sketch was included in the publicity material of the event, but 

adaptations had to be made in order to comply with Health and Safety regulations 

and allow escape routes to be available in case of emergency. Both sketches can be 

seen below. 

 

 

Figure 92. First layout sketch for ‘Séance’. 
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Figure 93. Final layout sketch for ‘Séance’. 

 

 

As can be seen from the final sketch, the original idea for the audience’s layout 

shown in figure 2 was modified to one which could still adhere to the dynamics 

previously imagined, but now with minimum safety issues. The main concern was to 

ensure an escape route in the dark in case participants needed to find their way out 

during the event. With that in mind, seats needed to be organized to allow everyone 

to understand the general design, the places of other participants, and their own 

place within the whole context.337  

 

The event happened at the Concert Room at the Royal Academy of Music, on 

31st October 2018, Halloween. It is important to note that the event did not include 

any specific allusions to popular Halloween themes or reference to Halloween rituals; 

                                                           
337

 I consider that, particularly in events happening in the dark, common sense should prevail even without Health and Safety 
regulations. I would not consider, for instance, producing an event in a blacked out traditional theatre or concert hall with the 
same layout as a ‘regular’ concert, as most audience members would not have a clear escape route in case of an emergency; I 
was, in fact, witness to the traumatic effect of this on an audience member at another darkened event in a theatre that I 
attended shortly after Séance.   
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some participants, however, might have been already predisposed to have this kind 

of experience. The main idea with the chosen date was to provide a temporal context 

that would find the most receptive response within present social expectations, and I 

considered Halloween to be ideal for that purpose. The instruments were disposed 

around the room in a way that would allow for the highest variability of timbres and 

dynamics in order to enrich the unpredictable experience that I describe above. This 

was also reflected in the programme order, which was not ordered consecutively 

according to the performers’ disposition around the room, but designed to generate 

an element of surprise with the placing of sound sources. With the exception of the 

cellist, who preferred only to improvise during the whole event, all other performers 

played set pieces that were defined beforehand during the workshop phase, when 

they were asked to choose something from their repertoire that they thought might 

induce interesting responses under the circumstances. These, together with the pre-

set improvisation slots towards the end and the impromptu improvised moments, 

composed the complete programme of the event.   

 

The event happened mostly as planned. At the end, the stewards waited longer 

than I had imagined to open the doors after lights were turned back on, which 

caused participants to eventually start clapping. This was an interesting occurrence: 

the event was clearly not a ‘traditional’ performance until then, and the clapping ─ 

which might have started either by a genuine recognition of the quality of the event 

or by uncertainty created by the stewards’ delay in opening the door ─ added a 

slightly more formal closure to it, triggering the feeling in some participants and 

performers that it was a more traditional concert. Furthermore, this fact increased our 

awareness of elements, such as clapping, which are present in performance events 
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and which are usually taken for granted or even dismissed as not important for the 

dynamics. 338  

 

Figure 94. Final seat layout for ‘Séance’. 
 
 

 

Figure 95. Performers take their places for the run-through. 

 

                                                           
338

 For an interesting reflection on the act of clapping in theatrical plays, see: Brook, The Empty Stage, 47. 
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Figure 96. Participants take their seats before the event begins. 

 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips Of NSS2, ‘Séance’  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uRskqqAh2H4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uRskqqAh2H4
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Event 3, ‘Analogos’ 

 

The third event of the New Stages Series was conceived in collaboration with 

pianist Leona Crasi. Leona’s initial insights for this event were inspired by 

astrological, astronomical, mathematical, and philosophical concepts that permeated 

human thought for many centuries, mainly the Greek principle of proportion, ana 

(per) logos (ratio). In our collaboration, we strived to find connections mainly 

between astrological charts, the programme and the event’s layout, in order to create 

an experience in which these three elements could be conceptually tied together.  

 

iii 

 

After our first conversations, I found connections between our initial ideas and the 

research done on ‘round’ [stages] in Chapter 1, including, for example, Souriau’s 

conceptions about a common focal point ─ in this case, the pianist ─ and immersive 

experiences provided by venues such as Moscow’s Atmasfera 360. As we have 

seen in chapter 1, one of Souriau’s arguments relating to spherical [performance] 

venues is that such venues have “no stage, no hall, no limits”, and where “instead of 

cutting out a pre-determined fragment in the world that is going to be set up, one 

seeks out its dynamic center, its beating heart, the spot where the action is 

emotionally at its keenest and most exalted.”339 As noted earlier, Souriau’s ideas 

were directly related to the dominant layouts for dramatic plays of his time: the 

théâtre à l’italienne and the theatre-in-the-round. His strong views connecting 

spherical venues to the non-existence of a [stage] made me curious to explore how 
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 Souriau, “The Cube and the Sphere,” 13. 
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these layout ideas might inform music events. Although the layout for the previous 

event, ‘Séance’, was similarly circular, it was also purposefully ‘inverted’, having at 

its focal point the participants. The darkness in ‘Séance’ also meant that, although 

circular, the focus during the event was diffuse by nature. In this event, it seemed to 

me that, by sharing a single focal point, the audience members would also develop a 

higher sense of communion, while the immersive dynamics would allow them to 

share our conceptual ideas throughout.   

 

In addition to the material from the research previously done, the information 

phase involved research on Greek astrology, mathematic concepts, and philosophy, 

particularly the Pythagorean ideas of universal proportion and its relationships to 

micro- and macrocosm and, naturally, to music. An interesting aspect in the iii for this 

event is that the research on programming was also incorporated into the information 

phase, as we considered that the musical works chosen, connected to the event’s 

layout, might help create a more immersive experience within the wider concepts of 

the event. As such, the main sources of inspiration for ‘Analogos’ became a 

combination of astrological charts alongside philosophical and aesthetic ideas 

connected to the laws of proportion of the universe. The programme chosen also 

reflected these concepts, and we considered that works such as Crumb’s 

Makrokosmos and Ligeti’s Musica Ricercata could work well in different layout and 

dynamics. Given the extensive research and discussions previously carried out, the 

incubation phase for this event was relatively short, and it involved mostly practical 

considerations about the possibilities that could be explored between our researched 

elements and the options of venues available to us. We developed some digital 

models adapting the first layout ideas to potential venues, while analysing other 
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logistic aspects connected to visual elements that we considered worth exploring, 

such as alternative lighting. During this phase Leona Crasi and composer Filippos 

Roskovic also started collaborating on the new work for prepared piano and 

electronics that Roskovic would compose to be premiered at this event. 

 

Layout and production details 

 

After some experimentation with the combination of chart designs and the events 

layout during incubation, Leona came up with an idea for the layout of an event 

taking place in a big venue, such as the Ambika P3 at the University of Westminster; 

however, this proved to be unachievable due to financial and logistic limitations. 

When the event was confirmed to take place in a much smaller venue, the Angela 

Burgess Recital Hall at the Royal Academy of Music, adaptations had to be made, 

which we worked on closely in order to make sure they would not weaken our 

original concept in any way. 

 

Figure 97. Leona Crasi’s first digital sketch of a layout for 264 audience members, based on Greek astrological charts. 
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Figure 98. Final sketch for 'Analogos', for 72 audience members. 

 

Based on this layout, I came up with the idea of using glow-in-the-dark tapes to 

show a ‘chart’ on the ground, and to connect it to the structure of the hall; I also 

considered that the design of the ‘chart’ in the dark gave the audience more 

interesting engagement with the layout and the event as a whole. The selected 

programme directly reflected the main concept, and was composed of works by Bela 

Bartók, György Ligeti, Olivier Messiaen, George Crumb and a new piece by RAM 

composition student Filippos Raskovic,340 presented in this order, and all inspired by 

cosmic and astrological aspects of the universe. The order of the programme, 

starting with a selection of Bartók’s Mikrokozmosz, moving towards a selection of 

Crumb’s Makrokosmos, and Raskovic’s ἄλας, reflected the ancient mystical concept 

of ‘as above, so below’ ─ which was quoted in the printed programme delivered after 

the event ─ conceptually relating the contrast between the relative simplicity of 

Bartók’s miniatures and the complexity of the later works with the relationship 

between micro and macro events in the universe. 

 

                                                           
340

 Raskovic also programmed and executed the electronics for his piece, while I was operating the lights for the event.  
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The tickets were booked according to the six areas as indicated in the sketch, 

with audience members given the option to book their seat in their own astrological 

sign, which, although not necessary for the success of the event, was intended to 

add a level of intrigue to expectations. The event was presented without interruption 

for about 60 minutes and, although the proposed layout, dynamics, and programme 

might have suggested otherwise, it was, from my point of view, the most traditional in 

terms of performer and audience behaviour. Perhaps this was partially because I 

was expecting that, as in the previous two events, the audience would not clap at the 

beginning, between pieces and at the end, when in fact they did applaud at the 

beginning and at the end. On reflection, I think that the initial applause might have 

been caused by the fact that, unlike the previous events, in ‘Analogos’ the entrance 

of the performer clearly signalled the beginning of the event, prompting the audience 

to clap as they would usually do in more ‘traditional’ concerts, and also prompting the 

performer to respond with a bow. The same kind of behaviour, particularly from the 

audience, was evident in some of the following events of the series, such as 

‘Claustrophobia’ and ‘Deconstructing Dance’; it is, however, worth noting that, as we 

will see later, the layout for those events was frontal, and the entrances and exits of 

the performers were clearly incorporated within the initial concept of the events, 

which did not happen in ‘Analogos’. It is also worth noting that, as I had imagined, I 

consider that this event offered a very good feeling of ‘communion’ between all 

involved, probably due to the circular layout and the shared focal point, as mentioned 

earlier in connection to Souriau’s ideas. 
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Figure 99. Final touches in the preparation of the hall for 'Analogos'. 
 
 
 

 

Figure 100. The dark room before and after the performance in 'Analogos'. 
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Figure 101. Audience taking their seats in different areas corresponding to start signs in 'Analogos'. 

 

 

  

Figure 102. Performer bowing before the performance starts in 'Analogos'. 

 



 

246 

 

 

Figure 103. During the performance in 'Analogos'. 
 
 

 

Figure 104. Audience members inspecting the prepared piano after the performance in 'Analogos'. 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS3, ‘Analogos’ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6SQ83APUuBc 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6SQ83APUuBc
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Event 4, ‘Claustrophobia’ 

 

As can be gathered from the title, the purpose of this event was to create a 

performative situation in which both performers and audience would be forced to 

endure a lack of personal space. The intention with such an experiment was to 

consider how both sides might react to such extreme conditions and how this would 

influence the performers’ view of [stage] and [performance]. At the same time I 

wanted to connect the event to a historic political moment that was taking place in 

the UK at the time.  

 

 

iii    

 

As we have seen earlier, venues inspired by the structure of Greek and Roman 

theatres have been substantially modified throughout the centuries, particularly when 

it comes to structures such as the orchestra, one of the core structures of Greek 

theatres since their inception. An interesting fact that caught my attention was that, 

after many centuries of evolution as seen in some of our examples from chapter 1, 

we can consider that the Greek skene ─ or what we today know as [stage] ─ and the 

platea ─ our audience area ─ gradually came closer together throughout the 

centuries. It is also interesting to note that with the passing of time the Greek 

orchestra, instead of disappearing completely, became ‘squeezed’ under what is 

now known as the [stage] area in some theatres and opera houses. After considering 

this process, and fast-forwarding it many times in my mind, I also started 

questioning: what if this ‘movement’ was not over yet? What if the audience area is 
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also moving towards the [stage], and merging with it? One might argue that, in 

practice, this has already happened, and could be exemplified by the great number 

of immersive performances that we can currently witness. It was, however, the stage 

right before this ‘merging’ that caught my attention; I imagined a moment in which 

there would be practically no distance between the [stage] area and the audience 

area, and where personal space would be very limited by the extreme closeness. As 

performers and audience members, we have grown used to a certain separation 

between [performance] and viewing areas. Such separation can be either structurally 

imposed, as in the case of concert halls, or, as we have seen earlier, created by 

habit, audience behaviour or the performers themselves, as in the case of events in 

the street or in venues such as the Angela Burgess Recital Hall at the Royal 

Academy of Music. In both these latter cases, performing and viewing areas are (or 

become) clearly demarcated during events, which, in my view, helps define our 

structural sense of the [stage] and defines certain rules for [performance] based on 

tradition. I wanted to assess whether the structural impossibility of such separation 

would affect the perception of [stage] and [performance] in any way and, in response 

to this imaginative exercise, I conceived the fourth event of the New Stages Series. 

The event took place in an extremely restricted space for both performers and 

audience members and without any clear separation between performing and 

viewing areas. 

 

This event was produced under extreme conditions, where I could assess the 

reactions that such a purposeful invasion of personal space would trigger in 

performers and audience alike, letting the memory of some past ‘claustrophobic’ 

performance experiences, allied to my research on performance [spaces] serve as 
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the information and inspiration. As well as this, when the day first set for the UK to 

leave the EU was approaching,341 I remembered an article from 2016 quoting 

another piece by Hugo Young from 1999, in which he stated that ‘[…] the anti-

Europe cave is claustrophobic’.342 This sentence created a strong image in my mind, 

particularly in those turbulent times, and I decided that I also wanted to use this 

sentence as part of the inspiration for this New Stages event. During the incubation 

period, I thought that it would be interesting to invite only continental European 

performers to take part in it, and to admit only British nationals in the audience. For 

various reasons the idea for selecting the audience did not work out but I did keep 

the idea of involving only solo European performers ─ from Greece, Portugal, Spain 

and Italy ─ playing different instruments, as a light-touch commentary on 

contemporary issues. During the incubation I also realized that, in order to properly 

deliver on the idea of claustrophobia, both performers and audience should 

experience this feeling from the moment they approached the [performance] area, 

through narrow corridors formed by objects from the room as can be seen in figure 

106. In this way, my intention was to induce in the audience and performers a 

greater sense of ‘dystopia’, although I remained the only one who was aware of the 

historical facts related to the evolution of the [performance] venues that first triggered 

this layout idea.    

  

 

 

 

                                                           
341

 Initially October 29, 2019, but this was postponed a number of times in the following months. 
 
342

 Hugo Young, “Why I’m glad to be a European,” The Guardian, January 02, 1999, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/1999/jan/02/books.guardianreview. 
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Layout and production details 

 

The plan from the beginning was for the whole event to happen in an extremely 

limited space in a corner of the Concert Room, at the Royal Academy of Music, a 

venue without windows or natural light, which seemed to be perfect for what I had 

envisioned. As can be seen from the sketch and pictures, I placed the performers in 

the corner of the room, and the audience was placed very close to the performer’s 

area, in a way that would physically curtail the performer’s usual behaviour.343 The 

initial sketch for the layout, which was kept for the actual event with minor 

modifications, was the following: 

 

 

Figure 105. First sketch for 'Claustrophobia'. 

 

My plan for the entrance corridor along which the audience members would walk 

to the seating area, although not present in this sketch, was to be set by elements 

already present in the room, such as two pianos, room dividers, and some music 

stands. The audience members entered the dark room via this corridor, which was 

                                                           
343

 In fact the cellist, for example, did not have enough space to bow in the way she would normally expect, a fact that she 
mentioned in her feedback. 
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intended to create an increasingly claustrophobic feeling, and the entrance for the 

performers was by another narrow corridor between audience members and the 

wall. I put some handwritten signs onto the walls, which during the event read ‘Do 

Not Move’ and ‘Do Not Leave’; after the playing was finished these were modified by 

me, in a kind of performative attitude, to read ‘Move’ and ‘Leave Now’. Stewards 

were instructed on how to let people in upon their arrival, and about the usual 

opening of the doors and delivery of printed programmes at the end. The performers 

were asked to perform pieces that they had been playing for a while, particularly in 

public concerts, as I considered that a certain familiarity with the repertoire would 

reinforce the contrast between the [performance] situation in ‘Claustrophobia’ and in 

more ‘traditional’ situations. The order of the programme was instigated by having 

the guitar piece at the beginning ─ the usual choice when having this instrument 

programmed in the same event with other louder instruments ─ and cello piece at 

the end; I had anticipated that, due to the size of the instrument and the necessary 

reach of the bow, it might generate the most interesting involuntary ‘interactions’ 

between the performer and the attendees in the first row, creating a kind of 

claustrophobia climax. However, although I consider this worked quite well, I do not 

think that the order of the programme would have changed significantly the 

experience of the event for either performers or audience.    

 

Although I did not know what reaction to expect from the audience members in 

this event, I was surprised to see that, after a bit of awkwardness due to the unusual 

layout and extreme proximity, the audience actually started to chat to each other 

quite amiably, despite the fact that most of them had never met before. I consider 

that this socializing between audience members might have created a better 
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atmosphere which might have helped the performers to cope with what we could 

imagine to be a distressing performing situation. The handwritten signs on the walls, 

initially intended to increase the tension for all involved, were apparently interpreted 

humorously by the audience members, particularly when the signs were changed at 

the end, which was also supposed to be a political reference to the controversial 

‘Leave’ movement at the time.344 What I heard from the performers after the event 

and in their feedback, though, was much closer to what I was imagining: the extreme 

proximity caused all of them to change their playing considerably, either in technical 

movements or musical decisions, or both. It was interesting to notice, when reflecting 

upon this event afterwards, how sometimes three of the agents involved in making 

the event happen ─ myself as the producer, the audience members, and the 

performers ─ might have three different interpretations of the same musical situation; 

my slight disappointment with the lack of a heightened level of physical and 

psychological distress was a result of the audience’s extraordinary ability to adapt to 

a supposedly stressful situation by reacting positively to it, and this apparently only 

increased with the performers’ visible clear discomfort. Such a fact served to 

demonstrate to me the tentative nature of not only this event, but the whole New 

Stages Series, and perhaps this and any artistic project that deals with this tripartite 

methodology when producing experimental events.  

 

                                                           
344

 And, based on the performers’ feedback, they were not influenced by either the signs or the political references, but by the 
general conditions created by the layout and dynamics. 
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Figure 106. Audience's entrance corridor for 'Claustrophobia'. 
 
 

 

Figure 107. Seating area in 'Claustrophobia'. 
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Figures 108-111. Performers in 'Claustrophobia'. 
 

 

 

Figure 112. Modified signs on the wall in 'Claustrophobia'. 
 

 
 
 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS4, ‘Claustrophobia’  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgZbymNbPrU 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgZbymNbPrU
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Event 5, ‘Deconstructing Dance’ 

 

 Some of the research on the conceptual understanding of [space] and [place] 

has been explored indirectly in the New Stages Series, such as Souriau’s ideas 

mentioned in ‘Analogos’, while some has taken a more direct role at the very 

inception of an event, such as here in ‘Deconstructing Dance’. The concept of 

‘Deconstructing Dance’ was developed by flautist Lucas Jordan and me, and the 

intention of the event was to explore these two elements in music [performance] 

through the event dynamics and the layout of the room. 

  

 

iii 

 

As mentioned above, the information of this event was particularly connected to 

Souriau’s ideas as presented in chapter 1. In two previous events ─ ‘Séance’ and 

‘Analogos’ ─ concepts related to round experiences provided the basis for the final 

layout decisions. Here, however, I was interested in exploring how the linearity 

connected to Souriau’s ‘cube’, and with which we are supposedly more familiar, 

could be further applied not just as a spatial component but also as an expressive 

element of the event. I then started to think back to some of the concepts associated 

with frontal experiences explored in chapter 1, and my most striking realization was 

that what we were planning to do was, at least in part, to redefine the idea of 

‘background’, a structure strongly associated with the development of theatrical 

performance and regularly mentioned by authors such as Richard Southern, as we 

have seen. By changing our positions and exploring new ‘levels’ within the 
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[performance] area, it seemed to me that we could build up our own background 

throughout the event, with the full [performance] area becoming, by the end, 

conceptually transformed into ‘background’. Although this process would not be 

directly evident to the audience members, for me it was a powerful conceptual tool 

that linked this event to an important part of my theoretical research. 

 

Another interesting aspect in the conception of this layout was my own 

professional experience as a classical guitarist. One of the first aspects of performing 

in large concert halls that I learned from a very young age was that the projection of 

the sound of the guitar changes markedly according to your position on the stage 

area. With that in mind, in my professional life I regularly explored different 

placements on stage, usually for acoustic reasons; however, eventually I came to 

realize that by varying my placement I might also create a different visual perception 

of my performance in the audience, and I started exploring different positions on 

stage within the same programme. This became a particular feature of the second 

season of my project WGC - Worldwide Guitar Connections. 
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Figure 113. Solo concert in Hong Kong, part of the second season of WGC-Worldwide Guitar Connections.
345

 
 
 

 

Figure 114. Solo concert in London, as part of the second season of WGC-Worldwide Guitar Connections.
346

 

 

Such experiences allowed me to start recognising the aesthetic potential of linear 

layouts in traditional concert halls and in ‘alternative’ venues such as [empty spaces]. 

With these experiences in mind and the theoretical knowledge acquired, Lucas 

Jordan and I decided to further explore the potential of linearity in [performance], 

mainly through sense of depth and perspective, and to arrange creatively the 

programme as a response to the layout decisions. In order to better activate this 

performance situation, we considered that we needed a concept that could allow a 
                                                           
345

 Personal archive, photo from October 2015. 
 
346

 Personal archive, photo from June 2015. 
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visual exploration of its aesthetic possibilities.  We settled on the idea of trying to 

express the different layers of interpretation that the concept of ‘dance’ could offer in 

music. For this purpose, the main idea was to subdivide the [performance] area into 

[places] in which to explore and express, through music, elements that we 

considered to be essentially connected to dance. The development and production 

decisions in this event were inspired primarily by our past performing experiences, 

particularly with dancers and actors, and by my Masters research on performative 

gestures.347 After talking about how possible it would be to express form in music 

[performance] ─ a subject to which I came back in the eighth event of the series ─ 

we intended to try and conceptually ‘deconstruct’ the idea of ‘dance’, which, apart 

from being an independent performance art, also plays a major role in the 

development of music. After some consideration, we realized that there were three 

elements related to the creation and execution of dance that could be expressed 

separately in music [performance]: gestures, rhythm, and places. During the 

incubation, we decided the programming for each of the levels, as well as 

establishing some guidelines in terms of scene direction, the technological apparatus 

involved, and some performance cues particularly related to timing and position 

changes.  

 

 

Layout and production details 

 

Following the definition and refinement of the concept, we developed a frontal 

layout dividing the performance area into three ‘levels’, in order to explore separately 

                                                           
347

 Fabricio Mattos, “Performative Gestures and the performance of Takemitsu’s ‘Equinox, for guitar’” (Masters diss., Royal 
Academy of Music, 2013).   
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each of those three elements and to express the idea of ‘deconstruction’. Afterwards 

we decided to incorporate one more level into the layout, formed by works from 

different styles and parts of the world, in order to show the breadth of possibilities 

involved in the musical execution of dances. The final sketch for this event was: 

 

Figure 115. Final layout sketch for 'Deconstructing Dance'. 

 

As we can see from this sketch, the layout involved movement of the performers 

within the four ‘levels’, as well as experimentation with light and shadows. In ‘level 1’, 

we used a foot-operated lighting system developed by an electrical engineer friend of 

ours, which was controlled by Lucas to change colours at specific moments. In ‘level 

2’ shadows were created by two pre-positioned torches ─ one for each performer ─ 

which allowed us to explore shadows as expressive elements (which became the 

central element of the last event of the series). In ‘level 3’ both performers engaged 

in an improvisation session in the dark with percussion instruments, and in ‘level 4’ 

we performed works deeply connected to a specific place or geographic area, such 

as Villa-Lobos’s ‘Distribuição de Flores’ and Piazzolla’s ‘Bordel 1900’, being lit only 

by the reading lights on our music stands. Throughout the event all lighting devices 
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were operated by us, having been part of the preparation for the event in the 

workshops and rehearsals. The audience members were organized in a single 

straight line frontally placed in relation to the performance area; this seating layout 

was chosen as it allowed a more ‘homogeneous’ and unobstructed view of the 

different levels involved.  

 

This event took place at the performance space of the Willesden Green library ─ 

shown earlier, in chapter 2 ─ and was one of two events of the series where tickets 

were not free. We had two workshops/rehearsals at the Royal Academy of Music 

and at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, and one rehearsal/run-through at 

the venue on the day of the event, apart from some tech rehearsals outside 

rehearsal/workshop times. The event ran as planned, mostly due to our experience 

with experimental events, which allowed us to deal swiftly with unexpected issues 

(such as problems with lighting and noises) without breaking the flow of the event. In 

terms of delivery of the concept, my feeling after the event was that the concept 

came out clearly for us, but perhaps not so much for the audience members, 

although they seemed to have enjoyed the general layout and different way of 

programming. However, both Lucas and I believed that we delivered what we had 

planned, and that such an exploration of the crossings between the aesthetics of art 

forms such as dance and the possibilities offered by music [performance] in [empty 

spaces] is something worth further pursuing in the future, perhaps with a different 

publicizing of the event and specially-designed graphic material that would offer 

more context to the audience about the concept.  
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Figure 116. The layout defined by the position of chairs in 'Deconstructing Dance'. 
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     Figure 117-120. The various 'levels' in the layout of 'Deconstructing Dance', from the audience view. 

 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS5, ‘Deconstructing Dance’  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sdN8Fh9y2oc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sdN8Fh9y2oc
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Event 6, ‘NON/SENSE’ 

 

The sixth event of the New Stages Series was conceived in collaboration with 

dancer and choreographer Iris Athanasiadi, at the time a Masters student at the 

Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance. She approached me to work 

together on an event at the RAM in which the performative content would be fully 

improvised, and where the audience members would only hear, but not see, what 

was happening around them. With the knowledge I had developed about RAM’s 

performance venues, I thought of the Angela Burgess Recital Hall as the ideal venue 

for this event, adding that we could even use the place built to be a studio control 

room to host another type of audience, who could see all but not hear anything. Iris 

liked the idea, and this concept was further developed towards the final event. 

 

 

iii  

 

This event was conceptually connected to the second of the series, ‘Séance’, in 

that both happened in complete darkness in order to understand the influence of a 

dominant sense such as vision on our conception of [stage] and [performance]. In 

this event, however, I wanted to completely disassociate performers and audience 

members from any previous layout idea they might have, and to prompt them to rely 

particularly on their auditory faculties to try and make sense of the performative 

reality surrounding them. In chapters 1 and 2 I have explored some of the many 

theoretical and conceptual possibilities of [spaces], [places], and dynamics in 

performance; however, I came to realize that our perception of layouts and dynamics 
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as performers and audience alike, as well as dictionary definitions of [space] and 

[place], are considerably connected to our sense of sight, which prompted me to 

wonder about how visually impaired people might perceive these features in 

[performance]. With this in mind, I decided to treat this event not only as another 

exploration of [performance] layouts and dynamics in dark situations, but also as a 

test event of some of the aspects of my project that could, in the near future, also 

have their design adapted to include those with certain physical differences.      

 

The information and inspiration phases came particularly from many talks 

between Iris and me about our past projects and current research and 

experimentation. Audience members would be invited to construct their own 

landscape of sound and movement by focusing on one sense only. Our idea was 

that the encounter of performers in an [empty space] would provide the stimuli and 

materials to build up this ‘new world’ through an open-ended [performance]. Another 

aspect that intrigued me from the production and research points of view was the 

possibility of having a sort of ‘hybrid’ viewing mode, which, in practice, would be 

different from the viewing modes that I had applied in the series so far, most of which 

were connected to Souriau’s ideas about linearity and roundness. Here, the layout of 

the [performance] and ‘listeners’ area could not be linked to any pre-existing 

[performance] layout, whereas the ‘viewers’ area, although closer to a linear view, 

would offer dynamics completely unexpected for a music event. 

 

After a few exchanges of ideas and experiences and a few weeks of incubation of 

our ideas, we decided on the final layout, dynamics, and programming for the event. 

The final layout as suggested by Iris was the below: 
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Figure 121. Initial sketch for 'NON/SENSE', by Iris Athanasiadi. 

 

 

The definition of the general layout added to my expectations that this would 

probably be the event that would most fully explore the potential of [empty spaces] 

as defined in chapter 1, due to the association of a completely unexpected layout 

and dynamics with the absence of a pre-defined programme and the creative 

freedom associated with improvisation in the dark. In my view, all this created, from 

inception to delivery, a clear sense of creative excitement in the performers. For me, 

as a producer and creative director, the uniqueness of virtually every aspect 

associated with its dynamics of production also forced me to completely abandon old 

dynamics in order to allow for the creative potential that I associated with the 

definition of [empty spaces] to fully flourish. The outputs of this event and the next 

one, ‘Empty’, although very different in their performative character, helped me to 

confirm the importance of the deep conceptual understanding of [emptiness] I had 
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developed in chapter 1 in fully activating the artistic potential of [empty spaces] in 

[performance] events.    

 

 

Layout and production details 

  

As can be seen in this sketch, the audience would be divided between ‘listeners’ 

and ‘viewers’, and the performers would not have a fixed position, being allowed to 

explore the room freely during the event. The latter idea was later abandoned due to 

Health and Safety concerns, and we decided on dedicating specific seats for music 

performers, coordinating their moves during rehearsals. Iris and I also decided to 

incorporate electronically-generated sounds in this event; although the previous 

events of the series had been produced in a relatively ‘low-tech’ way, with a few 

incursions into electronics such as in ‘Analogos’, here electronically-generated 

sounds would play an active role throughout the whole event, and the sound 

designer would assume the function of performer. Apart from that, this event offered 

a larger ground for improvisation, which had already been more subtly explored in 

‘Séance’, and I considered that the mix of ‘low-tech’ and ‘hi-tech’ elements explored 

by the dancer and the sound designer respectively would help to inspire the 

musicians to explore alternative sounds and [performance] attitudes. Iris had also 

previously offered two improvisation workshops for the three musicians involved, 

which contributed immensely to the final ‘bonding’ presented between all the 

performers throughout the event. The final layout was the same as the one initially 

suggested, although I redrew it to match the style of the previous sketches on the 

event’s poster. 
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Figure 122. Final sketch for 'NON/SENSE'. 

    

 Another idea that was incorporated into the final event was to stick some 

glow-in-the-dark tape ─ as used in ‘Analogos’ ─ to the clothes of performers, and to 

the instruments, in order to make their movements visible by the ‘viewers’ in the 

dark. As expected from an event based on improvisation, there was no traditional 

rehearsal, but some cues and positions were set during the workshops and 

reiterated before the event started.  The incorporation of electronically-generated 

sounds proved to be very useful for the cuing process, and all the electronic sounds 

were carefully managed by German sound designer Oliver Koch. In order to isolate 

either vision or sound for our audience, the dynamics required that the 35 ‘listeners’ 

would be blindfolded before they entered the room, conducted by a steward and me 

to a random seat in the performance area. The 8 ‘viewers’ were given earplugs, and 

then conducted to the studio room, which is acoustically isolated from the main 

performance area, and was even further ‘sound-proofed’ by the non-stop playing of 
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white noise in the room.348 The event ran without any interval, and no unexpected 

issues occurred that would interfere with the production. The instruments involved 

were flute, accordion, and cello, and Iris included in her performance some sound-

making accessories such as chains and photographic films, and all sounds produced 

in the room could be recorded and re-sampled live by Oliver. After about one hour 

the event was over, with no clear sign of its end apart from the usual opening of the 

main door and turning some lights on, which only the ‘viewers’ could see. After a 

while most of the ‘listeners’ had realized that the event was over, and calmly 

removed their blindfolds and started to get used to the light of the room, after which 

most of them started roaming around the room in an exploratory way. 

 

 

 

                                                           
348

 I had applied this solution some years earlier in another project, and it proved to be very efficient when the covering of 
external noises is needed. 
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Figure 123 & 124. Workshops for 'NON/SENSE'. 

 

 

Figure 125. Performers in their positions moments before the door opens for the entrance of ‘listeners’ in 'NON/SENSE'. 
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Figure 126. View from the performance and ‘listeners’ area in 'NON/SENSE', during the event. 

 
 

 

Figure 127. View from the 'viewers' room in 'NON/SENSE', showing a glowing tape stuck to the body of a performer. 

 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS6, ‘NON/SENSE’  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8cPhwGPqCn0 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8cPhwGPqCn0
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Event 7, ‘Empty’ 

 

This event, for solo guitar, was conceived by me and produced in collaboration 

with the Olyver New Music Collective, managed by composer Matthew Olyver. The 

idea was to explore the venue ─ the October Gallery ─ in a way that allowed the 

concept of [emptiness] to be present, in some form, at all times. 

 

 

iii 

 

Heavily based on the research on [emptiness] presented in chapter 1 for its 

information and inspiration phases, the seventh event of the New Stages Series was 

an attempt to express through layout, dynamics, and programming the aesthetic and 

philosophic ideas related to the understanding of this concept in European and Asian 

cultures. As we have seen earlier, such aesthetic and philosophic ideas deeply 

influenced my own understanding of [empty space] used in this project; my idea for 

this specific event of the New Stages Series was to further apply the newly-gained 

understanding of [emptiness] in a more practical and direct way, linking it to the 

layout, the programme and audience behaviour. The main ‘trigger’ for the layout and 

programming decisions was the contrasting views of [emptiness] in Asian and 

European cultures, which, as we have seen in chapter 1, find prime examples in 

concepts such as mā ─ the ‘space in between’ in Japanese aesthetics ─ and horror 

vacui ─ the aversion to emptiness in Western culture ─ as well as Kenya Hara’s view 

of [emptiness] as a ‘creative receptacle’, which sharply contrasts with the 

understanding of the term in English dictionaries. The incubation phase involved 
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collaboration with composers Matthew Olyver and Keting Sun on new works inspired 

by the concept of the event, alongside a very careful choice of repertoire, which 

mixed composers from European and Asian backgrounds, apart from John Cage’s 

famous ‘silent’ work, 4’33”.  My idea with the choice of programme was, at the same 

time, to integrate composers from different backgrounds but who seemed to share a 

common understanding of [emptiness] ─ such as Cage and Sun ─ more akin to 

Hara’s views as explored earlier, while, at the same time, to explore music aesthetics 

that seemed to have a contrasting attitude closer to the understanding of horror 

vacui, such as Bauer’s Metamorphose. By placing Cage’s and Bauer’s works ─ the 

former made only of ‘silence’, and the latter with virtually no rests ─ next to each 

other in this programme, my intention was to reinforce the contrast between the two 

conceptual approaches by directly confronting them. In terms of layout and 

dynamics, as we will see next, I was very curious to explore the supposed freedom 

made possible by [empty spaces], theoretically connected to the ‘conceptual 

pregnancy’ associated to [emptiness], as we have seen earlier.  

 

 

Layout and production details 

 

When the general concept was mature and the newly-commissioned works were 

finished, I booked the event as part of ONMC’s series at the October Gallery, 

London, a multi-use venue, where artists from many styles and backgrounds put on 

a wide range of events, drawn to the venue’s adaptability. The use of the space and 

the programming reflected, as mentioned, the ideals and concepts associated with 

[emptiness], and the room itself was treated as a vessel filled with possibilities rather 
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than a [place] that offered a pre-determined set of expectations. I had also planned 

for the dynamics to be a reflection of this approach, although this did not quite work 

as I had envisaged. The idea was that, when the audience members entered the 

room, they would be given a chair which they would position wherever they wanted 

in the room, without knowing where the performer was going to be. There were, 

however, two production issues that influenced how the audience placed their chairs: 

the lamp that illuminated the room, the only reference point within the performance 

area, was left on as the only source of light in the room; and a person from the 

ONMC’s production had a pre-positioned camera on a table pointed towards the 

lamp. Although the performer ─ who was me ─ entered the room together with the 

audience, I consider that these two production issues ‘revealed’ to audience 

members where my performing position would be even before a chair was put in 

place for me. This seemed to lead all members of the audience to choose a frontal 

position within the layout, instead of ‘exploring’ the possibilities of the room in a non-

frontal way. 

 

I was planning to produce another event with this same layout, dynamics, and 

programme in order to eliminate any pre-existing reference points in the room and 

compare the audience’s behaviour in setting their chairs; however, when the COVID-

19 pandemic was declared in 2020 all plans for live events had to be cancelled 

indefinitely, and a second production of this event as part of this research project had 

to be abandoned. However, I consider that there are some interesting discussion 

points that have been triggered by this event, such as whether the ‘frontal’ layout 

usually adopted in traditional music events might be actually more dependent on 

reference points rather than behaviour or tradition ─ following Souriau’s ideas 
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regarding focal points as explored in chapter 2 ─ or if these three elements ─ 

reference points, behaviour, and tradition ─ are all inextricably entwined. What 

comes immediately to mind are [empty spaces] such as the Angela Burgess Recital 

Hall at the Royal Academy of Music ─ referred to in chapter 1 ─ in which pianos 

create a very strong reference point even when they are not in use, thereby 

potentially perpetuating a determined layout even in a venue whose [emptiness] 

would allow a myriad of other possibilities to be successfully explored, as I have 

done in other events of the New Stages Series.    

 

 

Figure 128. The performance area set for 'Empty'. 
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Figure 129. Audience members taking their places in 'Empty'. 

 

 

 

Figure 130. Performance taking place in 'Empty'. 

 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS7, ‘Empty’ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oeD6j66CC_E 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oeD6j66CC_E
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Event 8, ‘This is Who We Are’ 

 

This event, due to circumstances related to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, 

became the last one of the New Stages Series, which was originally planned to be 

comprised of ten events. It became, however, a rather ‘poetic’ ending to the series: 

with the same title and the same basic layout as the first event, it offered evidence 

that the layout and title of an event does not limit its content. In this case, while the 

title and basic layout were the same as before, the programming, execution, and 

dynamics were considerably different, becoming a very good example of how the 

same layout can offer different production possibilities.  

 

 

iii   

 

Although the information source for this event remained Small’s ideas in 

Musicking, as discussed earlier, there were two other main ‘triggers’ that served as 

inspiration for this event. The first was the expressive power of shadows, which was 

indirectly explored in ‘Empty’, and in ‘Deconstructing Dance’, but that I considered 

deserved specific attention within the series, particularly due to its use as a 

performative element in many cultures and [performance] genres, but which remains, 

in my view, underexplored as a more active element in music [performance]. After 

the first event of the series, in which the performers needed to manipulate their 

playing in order to control the images they projected onto a mirror, I realized that 

projections of their ‘natural’ performances could create equally interesting expressive 

situations and offer useful material for discussion around the performers’ presence 
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and the quality of [stage] and [performance] they experienced. With this in mind, I 

saw a great potential in this layout also to accommodate shadow projections, 

through which I could explore whether offering the performers a range of different 

expressive tools would generate divergent views and ideas in the performers from 

within the same layout. 

 

The second ‘trigger’ was, again, a quote from Small’s book: 

 
All narrative arts, of course, have their conventions and their 
conventional procedures; it is perfectly possible to analyze novels, 
plays and films and detect what we may call formal features […]. But 
to discover the form it is necessary to paralyze the narrative 
movement. You cannot have narrative, which is dynamic, and form, 
which is static, at the same time;349 

 

During the incubation phase, I had some ideas for how to use form expressively 

without breaking the flow of the event, mainly by using shadows as a means of 

expression. After a few experiments I also realized that, when applying shadows in 

this layout, they do not need to be constrained to a single area such as the image in 

a mirror, but could expand to other parts of the room without any change in the 

layout and positioning, only by redirecting the light source. When I reached results in 

the combination of shadows, colours, and gestures that I was happy with, I 

considered the concept was ready to be explored in workshops with the performers.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
349

 Small, Musicking, 167. 
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Layout and production details 

 

This event involved three music performers, a dancer, and me as the ‘shadow-

maker’. In the two workshops we had the opportunity to explore the countless 

possibilities created by the expressive use of shadows in [performance], and all 

performers offered valuable insights into what they would like to express through 

shadows that was not possible through other media. The basic layout, as mentioned 

earlier, was similar to the first event, the only difference being that the audience sat 

on the opposite side, due to logistical constraints. The first sketch of how I imagined 

this event was kept without any alteration, the only difference being that, instead of a 

lamp, I used a torch in order to get more control over the quality and sizes of 

shadows. 

 

 

Figure 131. Sketch for 'This is Who We Are'. 
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For logistical reasons, the first workshop was undertaken with the audience and 

[performance] areas inverted, but we were able to explore many possibilities and 

develop specific ideas related to the production of shadows and its relationship to the 

execution of works from different styles. The addition of a dancer ─ again Iris 

Athanasiadi, from ‘NON/SENSE’ ─ proved to be very successful in bringing a more 

intensive visual aspect to the [performance]: although the musicians involved 

explored many possibilities in expressing musical ideas through shadows, I consider 

that, as dancers and actors use body movements and gestures more directly as part 

of their creative work, they naturally exert a higher control over bodily expressions 

and alternative media, which proved to be essential in providing this event with a 

more plural and authoritative visual domain. For this reason part of the programme ─ 

Jolivet’s flute pieces ─ showed a direct interaction between the musician and the 

dancer, whilst the dancer took over the scene in an improvisation during Cage’s 

4’33’’. Bodily expressions were also explored in the performative movements and 

gestures of musicians only.  My initial idea of expressing form through shadows 

came to life in the performance of Bach’s Prelude and Courante BWV 1009 on the 

viola, where colours, movements and shadows created a relatable sequence that the 

violist and I considered to correspond to the structure of the pieces. The emotional 

intensity of Schubert’s and Schnittke’s solo viola pieces were complemented by 

matching lighting effects created in real time by me, and the piano pieces by 

Couperin, Gluck and Schubert were marked by an exploration of the performers use 

of pedals, expressive silhouette and hand gestures,350 respectively.    

 

                                                           
350

 In the last piece by Schubert the pianist’s hand gestures were emulated by the flautist in front of the torch, thus making 
gestures independent from the instrument, which I thought created a very special and expressive closure to the event. 
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Although the event was designed for 18 seats in the audience and was sold out, 

the outbreak of Covid-19 led to only 3 audience members actually arriving for the 

event. The low attendance did not, however, interfere in the delivery of the event, 

and all the steps planned were executed without any issue. We were able to explore 

in more depth the creative possibilities offered by shadows in [performance], and the 

production process, although challenging at first, became relatively straight-forward 

once the new production and performing criteria were assimilated by all involved. I 

found that the possibility of exploring different aspects of the musical works in 

parallel with unusual movements, gestures, and parts of the performers’ bodies, 

offered me a greater creative control over what would be delivered in the event, and 

made me consider myself much more of a ‘creative director’ than a producer or 

performer.  This had a direct impact on the unexpected unfolding of the New Stages 

Series that I will discuss in next section.  

 

Due to the subsequent lockdowns from March/2020, it became clear to me that 

the New Stages Series had to come to an end, and that the other two events I had 

planned for the series ─ ‘Gathering’, an immersive opera, and ‘Communion’, a circle 

without differentiation between performers and audience ─ unfortunately would not 

happen anytime soon. In periods between lockdowns there were, however, new 

possibilities that allowed me to apply some of the layouts and experiences acquired 

with the New Stages Series in video creations, as we will see at 3.2. 
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Figure 132. Workshop for 'This is Who We Are'. 
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Figures 133-136. Performers' view in 'This is Who We Are'. 
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Figure 137. Audience view in 'This is Who We Are'. 

 

 

Figure 138. Accessories created and used to manipulate shadows in 'This is Who We Are'. 

 

 

 

Animated Layout & Video Clips of NSS8, ‘This Is Who We Are’ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5PvdcT-dbW4 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5PvdcT-dbW4
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3.1.5. The New Stages Series: Post-production takeaways  

 

As well as the specific issues that emerged from each event discussed above, 

the New Stages Series as a whole also raised broader practical considerations that 

can usefully be carried forward to future events. These emerged from both my own 

observations, reflections and from the responses I gathered informally from 

audiences. As previously discussed, the focus in this research has been on the 

experience of the performers, and formal audience feedback has not been collected; 

however, it was interesting to observe audience behaviour and to talk to some 

attendees in the cool-down period of the events, particularly about the practical 

aspects of the events connected to layouts and dynamics, which I thought might be 

valuable for a possible continuation of the series beyond my PhD project. 

 

From these observations and cool-down comments, I could detect that attendees 

have been very receptive and extraordinarily adaptable in response to the new 

layouts and dynamics experienced during the events of the New Stages Series. This 

was, at times, in surprising ways, such as in ‘Claustrophobia’ and ‘NON/SENSE’, 

when I was expecting some resistance on the basis that some might find aspects of 

the production process invasive. There were cases, such as in the first event, ‘This is 

Who We Are’, and the second, ‘Séance’, in which attendees reported some sensorial 

experiences which were not initially intended, such as hearing sounds coming from 

the mirror in the first example, and seeing lights flying around the room in ‘Séance’. 

In some of the events, such as ‘Séance’, ‘Analogos’ and ‘NON/SENSE’, attendees 

demonstrated a great interest in staying in the room after the event was finished, 

either exploring the layout of the room itself in ‘NON/SENSE’, analyzing the prepared 
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instrument used in ‘Analogos’, or trying to have some kind of contact with the hidden 

performers in ‘Séance’. Closer contacts with performers were also attempted in 

‘Claustrophobia’, in which attendees bonded between themselves and were visibly 

trying to make performers feel less uncomfortable with the purposefully distressful 

experience they were going through. With all considered, my general commentary in 

regard to audiences is that attendees of all events demonstrated a genuine interest 

in experience the events fully, contributing in any ways they could with the 

production team and performers.  

 

In reflecting on audiences’ engagement with the events, I realized that audiences 

tend to be extraordinarily adaptive, and that this should never be underestimated. 

This means, for example, that when producing music events in [empty spaces] the 

layout and dynamics can differ considerably from the traditional practices of concert 

halls, and attendees will incorporate the conceptual reasons for such changes 

without much effort.351 Due to most of the events being well attended and to the lack 

of unfavourable comments, I also assume that elements usually taken for granted as 

necessary in more ‘traditional’ situations, such as a previously-announced 

programme and performers names, might not always be required in situations such 

as these;352 however, this can also be related to the situation in which events are 

produced. As mentioned earlier, most of the events of the New Stages Series took 

place at the Royal Academy of Music,353 which might have conferred a sort of 

                                                           
351

 Of course, given the right logistical and safety conditions that need to be defined in a thorough risk assessment. For a good 
model of a Production Risk Assessment Form, see: Gail Pallin, Stage Management: The Essential Handbook (London: Nick 
Hern Books, 2003), 110-11. 
 
352

 I am aware, though, that it is often the case that the names of performers and composers can prompt audience members to 
purchase tickets and thereby make events more viable, but I cannot be clear if this would work for the New Stages Series as I 
have not yet applied this production dynamic in commercial settings. 
 
353

 With the only exceptions being ‘Deconstructing Dance’, produced with my own funds at the Willesden Green Library’s 
Performance Space, and ‘Empty’, produced collaboratively with another series at the October Gallery, both in London. 
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‘institutional background’ and public validation to the events and rendered attendees 

more prone to accept whatever situation they were put into.  

 

Another practical consideration worth mentioning is related to Health and Safety. 

Each country has different legislation regulating the protection of those involved in 

public events, and, from my experience, this legislation is particularly stringent in the 

United Kingdom. This sometimes offered a challenge to the realization of my ideas, 

particularly in the context of events conducted in the dark, but despite this I felt that 

most of my artistic ideas could be realized without any great consequences to the 

final events or my research methodology. It is also important to reiterate though, that 

the results of this research project are very much connected to the perspectives and 

limitations of what can be realized in London, where all the events took place, and 

that the development of this project in other social and artistic realities ─ even in 

other places within the UK ─ might well offer different results. This could potentially 

add further artistic relevance to my research work, fostering variety and inclusion 

within the same production model. 

 

Finally, I have found it useful to consider how I might define ‘success’ in the 

context of the New Stages Series. From the beginning of the series I already had the 

notion that in the case of this research project, in which audience feedback was not 

taken into account as input data, a ‘successful’ delivery would be one in which I 

could execute all the planned steps of my production model without any major 

setbacks. In this sense I consider that all events of the New Stages Series have 

been ‘successful’. Such an approach also helped me keep an important distance 

between my initial assumptions and the actual outcome of each event, in relation to 
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both the performers’ and the audiences’ reactions and feedback;354 such distance 

proved to be valuable when analyzing the performers’ insights, which I will detail in  

the Conclusion of this project. This attitude also led me to consider the authorial 

position of someone who finds themselves in my role, which might be most often 

described as an ‘artistic director’, or as a ‘curator’, and which I would rather describe 

as a ‘creative director’. Although I designed each layout and pre-planned the 

dynamics of each event, I do not consider that this means that I played an active role 

in what was actually ‘expressed’ or ‘communicated’ in each event, although I did 

participate in various roles.355. Such a ‘conceptual limbo’ should not, in my view, be 

considered a problem, but as a sign that there might be a shift in paradigms taking 

place in the field of music [performance], particularly related to the roles and 

expectations regarding performers’ activities. I consider that my position as a 

creative director in this series might offer an interesting example of a new form of 

autonomy that can be achieved by performers. The ‘conceptual limbo’ that I refer to 

relates precisely to the possibility of a performer being seen not simply as someone 

who plays an instrument or sings, as has tended to be the norm for a long time; 

instead, performers could also be seen as artists who can choose and control the 

output of their artistic ideas through different media and roles. I hope that my 

experiences will instigate colleagues to extract from such ‘limbo’ the seeds for future 

artistic and entrepreneurial realities.     

 

 

 

                                                           
354

 Of which ‘Claustrophobia’ was the clearest example. 
 
355

 As a ‘scene breaker’ in the first ‘This is Who We Are’; a drummer in ‘Séance’; a ‘piano strings damper’ in ‘Analogos’; a 
‘scene changer’ and ‘signs poster’ in ‘Claustrophobia’; a ‘guitarist’ in ‘Deconstructing Dance’; a ‘steward’ deciding where to 
place audience members in ‘NON/SENSE’; a ‘guitarist’ in ‘Empty; and a ‘shadow maker’ in the last event, ‘This is Who We Are’.    
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3.2. Video Projects 

 

When the first lockdown was imposed in the UK in March 2020, we began to 

witness an extremely high volume of videos of all kinds of music [performances] on 

many social networks, including a large amount of ‘concert’ music. Although these 

videos varied considerably in their quality and content, they presented similar 

aesthetic solutions to the challenges of capturing live performance. One of these, 

and the most commonly used, was editing the final video in order to place individuals 

in separate boxes on the screen.356 After observing this phenomenon for months ─ 

and despairing at the lack of creativity! ─ I realised that most of the video materials 

created were treated as what I started calling ‘archive footage’: the camera was, in 

general, placed in front of the performer(s), emulating the frontal dynamics involved 

in traditional concert experiences. Meanwhile, in the context of my research, I was 

struck by the following passage: 

 
In regard to genres such as videodance, it has been correctly pointed 
out that choreography for the camera is site-specific insofar as video 
creates its own “site” for the dance to occur. The same is true for net 
art and on-line interactive performance.357 

 

From this, I understood the reason for my discontentment: during the production 

of the New Stages Series I was already looking at music [performance] as something 

yet to be discovered, and using [empty spaces] in connection to the conceptual 

research I explained earlier in chapter 2; such an approach required, apart from the 

                                                           
356

 Many of these videos would also be justified by a stated need to ‘shorten the distance between musicians in difficult times’. 
However, it is interesting to note that many of the musicians were already living a long way from each other out of lockdown 
periods, and the technology to make such videos had existed for decades. Clearly the COVID-19 lockdowns triggered special 
reasons for these videos to be made, together with the constant self-exposition expected from those who participate in social 
networks. 
 
357

 Johannes Birringer, “FutureHouse, Blind City: A Life,” in Performance and Place, ed. Leslie Hill and Helen Paris (New York: 
Palgrave McMillan, 2006), 89. 
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theoretical research, a more ‘exploratory’ attitude in order to be fully understood and 

experienced. When another media ─ in this case, video ─ was to be used to explore 

music [performance], I had come to expect this same exploratory curiosity from 

whoever was producing it, as if treating the media as a completely different ‘site’ for 

the [performance] to take place. Such expectation was also triggered by the unique 

results obtained by the Karajan-Clouzot collaboration mentioned in 2.3.4, which 

opened up a universe of possibilities that can only be created when one detaches 

oneself from certain pre-conceived ideas about music and its [performance]. In my 

mind, if music [performance] was to be explored on video, this was the aesthetic 

path to be adopted, as it was conceptually connected to the essence of my research 

project and my most recent explorations. Another inspiring project that still generates 

mixed reactions amongst performers and music critics is Yo-Yo Ma’s Inspired by 

Bach. This project was released in the 1990s and included six films portraying Ma’s 

collaboration with different artists who created artistic output generated by their 

collaboration with the cellist and his performances of Bach cello suites.358 This series 

confirmed the idea of Yo-Yo Ma not only as a collaborative artist, but also as one 

who is open to new ways of delivering music content on video.359  Another project 

that offered considerable inspiration was the Kreutzer Quartet’s Quartet 

Choreography, released in 2011, which explores the physicality involved in the 

performance of four string quartets by Stravinsky, Lutosławski, Ligeti and Finnissy. 

Although following a different path from Yo-Yo Ma’s projects ─ particularly in terms 

of technological ‘interventions’ in the final material ─ this important register points 

                                                           
358

 For further details see: “Inspired by Bach”, INTERNET ARCHIVE, accessed August 3, 2023, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20061127125937/http://www.sonyclassical.com/music/63203/index2.html. 
 
359

 And which can be witnessed once more on this more recent video from 2019, where computer graphics  are used in a more 
subtle way to deliver a message of cultural connection: “Yo-Yo Ma - Bach: Cello Suite No. 1 in G Major, Prélude (Official 
Video)”, YouTube, accessed August 3, 2023, https://youtu.be/1prweT95Mo0. 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20061127125937/http:/www.sonyclassical.com/music/63203/index2.html
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towards a certain urgency in reconsidering musical aesthetics as related to the visual 

aspects of musical works. 

 

Around that same time, in 2020, the cultural attaché from the Embassy of Brazil 

in London contacted me to see if it would be possible to transform an ongoing series 

of lecture-recitals about Brazilian music that I was presenting in that year into a 

series of videoed documentary-concerts to be accessed online. I immediately 

accepted the challenge, as I saw it as an opportunity to explore the possibilities of 

music [performance] on video in a way that could be connected to the experiences 

acquired with the New Stages Series and the theoretical explorations of my PhD 

project. After analyzing the scores and visualizing the performative movements and 

gestures that would be involved in the resulting performance,360 I started to realize 

that traditional ‘concert-filming’ techniques would not be the ideal approach for this 

project, and that experimenting with recording and editing techniques from 

filmmaking would offer a better route to the results I envisioned. After such 

realization, and some introductory research about filmmaking techniques, I then 

invited composer and filmmaker Bernardo Simões to work with me on this project, as 

I considered that his professional experiences in both areas combined the expertise 

needed to bring these ideas to life. Many of the visual ideas and layouts used for the 

production of the videos were inspired by the live events of the New Stages Series, 

such as the expressive use of light and shadows; the awareness of the positions of 

the performers in relation to the audience ─ made possible by the multiple options 

for the placement of cameras; and last but not least, a very precise control over the 

layouts used for each work, which were conditioned by the room itself, the aesthetics 

                                                           
360

 In order to realize my ideas for this video project, I also used the theoretical understanding and practical application of ideas 
from my Masters research project: Fabricio Mattos, “Performative Gestures and the performance of Takemitsu’s ‘Equinox, for 
guitar’” (Masters diss., Royal Academy of Music, 2013).  
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desired, and by the social distancing requirements of 1.5m at the time, which 

provided a further challenge to an already complex production. The series, called 

‘Marés – Journeys into Brazilian Music’, aimed to show Brazilian music in a different 

‘light’ by exploring alternative approaches to the production and consumption of this 

music. 
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Figures 139-143. Production shots and final scenes from the video series 'Marés – Journeys into Brazilian Music'.
361

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
361

 “Marés – Journeys into Brazilian Music,” Embassy of Brazil in London, YouTube channel, accessed February 10, 2022, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V51qL4U6hFQ&list=PLx6PMYecuHC61oIFRxuvMlWwux2KkMut2. 
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Marés: Journeys into Brazilian Music 

Episode 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V51qL4U6hFQ  

Episode 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoeuVtXtW7A  

Episode 3: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbjO7bhhrow  

 

The results achieved with ‘Marés’ caught the attention of other performers and 

ensembles, who were interested in exploring the aesthetic possibilities of music 

videos in a similar way. One of these ensembles was the Chinese collective 

Tangram, who commissioned a video for their series ‘Tangram Voices’, with flautist 

Yi-Hsuan Chen as leading artist, Bernardo Simões as filmmaker, and myself as the 

creative director. ‘I N F U S I O N’ was shot at the King’s Cross Clock Tower, and 

explored the immersion of a foreigner ─ in this case the Taiwanese Chen ─ into a 

completely different culture, and her resulting personal transformation. This required 

a deep understanding of the music from all involved, allied to precise direction of 

filming and [performance] in order to convey the planned artistic results. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V51qL4U6hFQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoeuVtXtW7A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbjO7bhhrow
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     Figures 144-147. Scenes from the production and final movie of ‘I N F U S I O N’.
362

 

                                                           
362

 “Tangram Voices 3: INFUSION | Yi-Hsuan Chen plays Tyzen Hsiao, Lucas Jordan & Ernst von Dohnányi,” Tangram, 
YouTube channel, accessed February 10, 2022, Tangram Voices 3: INFUSION | Yi-Hsuan Chen plays Tyzen Hsiao, Lucas 
Jordan & Ernst von Dohnányi. 
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I N F U S I O N 

https://youtu.be/8-ZvDDu6km0 

 

Another video project realized in between lockdown periods in the UK was a 

result of my collaboration with composer Sun Keting, who had composed a work 

called ‘Mā’, inspired by our common interest in [emptiness], particularly related to the 

Japanese philosophical and aesthetic concept mā, as explained in chapter 1. The 

final score of the work incorporates gaps between musical ideas, which aimed to 

trigger different reactions in the performer when compared to standard notation for 

rests in musical scores. 

 

 

Figure 148. First page of ‘Mā’, by Sun Keting. 
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Again in collaboration with composer/filmmaker Bernardo Simões, and under 

commission of the Chinese Arts Now, we created a video recording of the work, 

trying to reflect the aesthetic ideas of the score and the concept.   
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Figure 149-151. Screenshots of the video of ‘Mā’, by Su Keting.
363

 

 

Mā, by Keting Sun  

https://youtu.be/TvNL2_MXxe4 

 

The experience in producing these video projects, allied to the previous events of 

the New Stages Series and the research carried in this PhD project, equipped me 

with tools to explore the world of music [performance] in a rather unique way, and 

also triggered questions about the development and renewed relevance of music 

[performance] and what can be done under the current technological advances. 

Nowadays I do consider that the aesthetic possibilities created by the serious 

collaboration between filmmakers and music performers, associated to technological 

development and innovative distribution platforms, still need to be further explored.  

Recent examples of such possibilities include the Duo Jatekok’s collaboration with 

Adélaïde Panaget and Naïri Badal in exploring, under direction of Xavier Aliot, the 

                                                           
363

 “Mā for guitar - Sun Keting (2020),” Rockey Keting Sun, YouTube channel, accessed February 10, 2022, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TvNL2_MXxe4. 
 

https://youtu.be/TvNL2_MXxe4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TvNL2_MXxe4
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spatial integration between music and dance performers,364 and Julia Villarroel and 

Nicklas Koppe’s visual rendering of the gestural aspects of one of Kampela’s guitar 

pieces.365 Such partnerships are already creating a ‘hybrid’ medium that move 

‘concert’ music on video away from the idea of ‘video documentation’ of live 

concerts, triggering exciting new ways of composing, performing, and consuming 

music. In the context of my project, the conceptual explorations on video described 

earlier led to the creation of a subscription-based video platform focused on 

music,366 with the idea of showing, through [performances] and documentary-style 

episodes, aspects of music-making  that usually go unnoticed in live concerts or 

standard music documentaries. In the near future, the development of this platform 

will help me understand how alternative layouts and dynamics in music events can 

impact video in commercial settings and will hopefully inspire other music creators to 

further explore the site-specificity of video in their own creative endeavours.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
364

 “ACTE 1 - Danses Polovtsiennes - Andatino / A. Borodine / Sokolov - par le Duo Jatekok”, YouTube, accessed 

September 19, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX-THlcu4-I. 

 
365

 “Danças percussivas: No. 1- Arthur Kampela”, YouTube, accessed September 19, 2023, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dCWvVvqQAVY&list=PLljai9TUjo7U6fwLKZOCzYIu1aiKjAmec&index=12. 
 
366

 “New Stages Creations”, accessed October 30, 2023, https://newstagescreations.vhx.tv/browse. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX-THlcu4-I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dCWvVvqQAVY&list=PLljai9TUjo7U6fwLKZOCzYIu1aiKjAmec&index=12
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CHAPTER 4 

Conclusion 

  

When considering the range of material gathered in this project one might feel 

overwhelmed by the number of interpretations made possible when one decides to 

‘dig’ deeper into the realm of music [performance] and its possibilities. Although I 

have divided the materials neatly into ‘Conceptual Research’ and ‘Applied Concepts’, 

and have followed a clear ─ although relatively complex ─ methodology in my 

approach to live events, the theoretical and practical outcomes of this research 

introduced me to a very wide net of possible interpretations of the terminology 

relevant to my research. At first glance, such a variety might suggest that any 

attempt to convey a single renewed meaning to terms such as [stage] and 

[performance] would be impractical. Nevertheless, based on the development of the 

arguments in chapters 1 and 2 and on the practical explorations presented in chapter 

3, I hope to propose at least a starting point for shedding new light on the 

terminology of [stage] and [performance] and its possible connections to concepts of 

[space], [place], and the dynamics and layouts of music events. 

 

I will contextualise my conclusions by exploring the feedback offered by the 

performers who took part in the New Stages Series, based on their replies to the 

questionnaire presented in chapter 3. I will then consider the relationship between 

the performers’ answers and the conceptual aspects of the theoretical research 

carried out in chapters 1 and 2 about [stage] and [performance]; this will be followed 

by a discussion generated by cross-referring the conceptual and practical outcomes.    
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4.1. Tables of performers’ replies to the questionnaire  

 

The tables below offer an overview of the performers’ replies to the questionnaire 

mentioned in chapter 3. As previously described, this material, combined with the 

study of published material, field research, and case studies, helped me to reach 

conclusions related to the subject of this study, and allowed performers to share their 

insights.  These insights helped me considerably when trying to understand the 

extent to which my practical experiments related or not to my theoretical research. 

As a reminder, the questionnaire was made up of the following questions:  

 

1. Do you consider that the event was a 'Performance'? 
 
2. Was there a 'stage'? If so, where was it? 
 
3. In your view, what was the role of participants ('audience' 
members)? Were they actively or passively engaged in the event? 
 
4. Do you consider the spatial arrangement has influenced your                        
performance in any way? If so, could you describe how? 

 

* as I interpreted from the performer’s answer        **NA: not applicable        ─ answer not provided 

 
 

 

   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 3 

 
NSS 1 

(‘This is who 
we are’) 

 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes Yes Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes Yes Yes 

 
Role of audience members 

 
Active Active* Passive 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
Yes* Yes* Yes 

 
Table 4. Event 1, questionnaire. 
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   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 3 4 

 
 

5 

 
 

6 

 
NSS 2 

(‘Séance’) 
 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes Yes Yes  Unsure 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Role of audience 

members 
 

Active Active 
Active & 
passive* 

Active Active Active* 

 
Did the layout influence 

performance? 
Yes* Yes Unsure Yes* Unsure Yes 

 
Table 5. Event 2, questionnaire. 

 

 

 
 

 

    Questions 
 

                                         
Performer 

  

1 

 
NSS 3 

(‘Analogos’) 
 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes* 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes* 

 
Role of audience members 

 
─ 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
─ 

 
Table 6. Event 3, questionnaire. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 3 

 
NSS 4 

(‘Claustrophobia) 
 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes Yes Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes Yes Yes 

 
Role of audience members 

 
Active Passive Active 

 
Did the layout influence 

performance? 
 

Yes Yes Yes* 

 
Table 7. Event 4, questionnaire. 
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   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 

 
NSS 5 

(‘Deconstructing 
Dance’) 

 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes Yes 

 
Role of audience members 

 
Passive Unsure 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
Yes Yes 

 
Table 8. Event 5, questionnaire. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 3 

 
NSS 6 

(‘Non Sense’) 
 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes* Yes Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes* Yes Yes 

 
Role of audience members 

 

Active and 
Passive* 

Passive ─ 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
Yes* Yes ─ 

 
Table 9. Event 6, questionnaire. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 

 
NSS 7 

(‘Empty’) 
 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes 

 
Role of audience members 

 
Passive 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
Yes 

 
Table 10. Event 7, questionnaire. 
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   Questions 
 

                                              
Performer 

  

1 2 3 

 
NSS 8 

(‘This is who 
we are’) 

 

 
Was it a performance? 

 
Yes Yes ─ 

 
Was there a stage? 

 
Yes Yes ─ 

 
Role of audience members 

 
Unsure Passive ─ 

 
Did the layout influence performance? 

 
Yes Yes ─ 

 
Table 11. Event 8, questionnaire. 
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4.2. Revisiting the terminology 

  

As described above, in order to revisit the terminology studied in this research, I 

need to consider the connections between theory and practice in order to try and 

achieve a renewed understand of my subject matter. As mentioned before, all the 

events of the New Stages Series happened in what I called [empty spaces], without 

pre-set structures defining where the performers should act and from where they 

should be watched by the audience members. As can be seen from the table 

included in 3.1.3, there was a balance between viewing modes in the layouts of the 

events: two of the events were completely ‘frontal’, where the audience members 

would watch the performers positioned clearly in front of them, and two were 

indirectly frontal, where the audience was positioned frontally to the image of the 

performers as presented to them either through a mirror, or through shadows 

projected onto a wall. Further to this, the layout of the events was varied: two of the 

events were ‘round’, and the other two were ‘unplanned’, one being immersive and 

the other defined by the audience members themselves. It is also worth mentioning 

that two of the events happened in complete darkness, although the performers had 

previous knowledge of the general layout. 

 

Despite the use of [empty spaces] and multiple layouts, it is worth noting that the 

performers were unanimous in affirming that there was a [stage] in all events of the 

New Stages Series (question 2). Furthermore, when adding the performers’ 

feedback to the fourth question it is interesting to note that only one of them referred 

to [stage] as [place], whereas six referred to it as [space]. However, apart from these 

two terms, which have been widely discussed in chapter 1, there were other relevant 
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aspects of the language used. The first is that some performers linked the idea of 

[stage] to a specific reference point in different events, such as their seats,367 the 

lamp,368 or the wall.369 I found this interesting because it might offer an 

understanding of [stage] as a reference point connected or not to the physical 

presence of the performer in a specific [place]; this echoes the idea of convergence 

points in different viewing modes, as suggested, for example, by Souriau. Similarly, 

in the events that happened in complete darkness some performers from both 

events referred to [stage] as being the whole room, not specifically linking it to any 

specific [place] or reference point. For me, this was a powerful idea that 

demonstrated the potential of [empty spaces] in changing not just how we can 

conceive of different layouts and dynamics, but also how the [empty space] itself 

could go as far as being perceived by some individuals as the [stage].  

 

Another interesting observation from Event 2, ‘Séance’, was that two of the 

performers referred directly to the specific layout of the event in their comments 

about [stage], but with contrasting views: one defined [stage] as the area where the 

audience was placed ‘on the spot’370 ─ a perception also very closely connected to 

Souriau’s ideas exposed in chapter 1 ─ whereas the other identified a ‘concrete 

physical stage surrounding the audience, in other words the physical spaces taken 

up by the performers’.371 The idea of the audience being on [stage] instead of the 

performer reminds us of examples such as the painting by Lin Gonglin from 11th 

century China, discussed in chapter 1, where important guests would sit on an 
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elevated platform while musicians and dancers would perform at ground level. 

Despite being in a completely different location and period, it was very interesting to 

note that the idea of the audience being on [stage] did not seem absurd to some 

performers. Also interesting is that, in the case of the second performer, [stage] can 

still be associated with the performers’ physical presence even when they cannot be 

seen, reflecting the matter of presence discussed in chapter 2. 

 

A performer in ‘Séance’ also identified another typology of [stage]: the air.372 

According to this performer, the air is ‘the place where music actually happens’, 

adding that ‘[…] through the darkness the audience is limited to mainly listening to 

the sounds, and these happen in the air’. Another performer in Event 1, ‘This is Who 

We Are’, referred to [stage] as having ‘started’ as soon as one entered the room,373 

linking the idea of [stage] to temporal rather than spatial concepts. A third performer 

from the Event 6, ‘NON/SENSE’, referred to [stage] as being the whole room but 

only when they were aware of the presence of the ‘viewers’.374 These examples do 

not reflect any of the dictionary entries I explored or indeed any of the most common 

ideas about [stage]; however, they might indicate that rather than being a purely 

spatial concept, [stage] could actually assume a much deeper and abstract meaning 

in certain situations, and might need to be analysed with a much more flexible 

approach in events such as the ones from the New Stages Series.   

 

There was, however, one response regarding [stage] that I found particularly 

significant for my project as a whole: a performer from Event 6, ‘NON/SENSE’, and 
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who also considered the whole room as the [stage], wrote that the ‘listeners were 

located in [sic] the stage as well, while the viewers were outside it’.375 The change in 

preposition here could be interpreted as a linguistic ‘slip’, or it might indicate that 

conceptualizations of [stage] can be actually nuanced by the language we use well 

beyond the simple use of the term itself.376 Yi-Fu Tuan brought forward the idea that 

‘spatial prepositions are necessarily anthropocentric, whether they are nouns derived 

from human bodies or not’,377 complementing Merleau-Ponty’s idea that: 

 
When I say that an object is on a table, I always mentally put myself 
either in the table or in the object, and I apply to them a category 
which theoretically fits the relationship of my body to external objects. 
Stripped of this anthropological association, the word on is 
indistinguishable from the word under or the word beside.378   
 
 

With these two views in mind, when a performer interprets [stage] as being ‘the 

whole room’, as happened in the New Stages Series, and uses the preposition in 

instead of on to describe their position in relation to the [stage], they might actually 

be referring to their spatial experience in a way that allows them to make more sense 

of it in that specific situation. As we can also infer from the feedback tables, the vast 

majority of performers who considered that there was a [stage] also considered that 

the general layout influenced their performances in some way. This fact seems to 

indicate that the ‘alternative’ layouts of the events induced changes in performers’ 

performative behaviour, but they did not change their perception of the existence of a 

[stage]; instead, it appears to have triggered them to come up with different 
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conceptions of [stage] in accordance with the experiences that they had been 

through. In my view, this is a powerful indicator that, when performing in [empty 

spaces] performers might conceive [stage] in terms of experience and behaviour 

rather than as a physical structure, an idea deeply connected to the concept of 

[empty spaces] as explored in chapter 1. Looking at [emptiness] as a ‘creative 

receptacle’ allows for a greater number of possibilities within a given [space] which, 

in turn, ‘conditions the network of relations and tensions between objects’, an idea of 

Tadeusz Kantor’s which was discussed in chapter 1 and that portrays the role of 

[space] in shaping the relationships taking place within it. Such realization made me 

understand that [empty spaces] not only allow for different layouts and dynamics to 

happen in an event, but might also have the power to alter deeply rooted concepts 

and social relationships. 

 

Turning to [performance], it is interesting to note that the dictionary terminology of 

action, efficiency, and entertainment all featured in the performers’ feedback to my 

questionnaire. [Performance] as action was mentioned in diverse ways by different 

performers in separate events. One of the main characteristics of how the term was 

understood ─ and which was somewhat unexpected to me ─ was the importance of 

predictability in relation to the execution of an action: two different performers in 

separate events mentioned, for example, that having a fixed date and starting time 

was one of the main indicators that the event was a [performance].379 This fact drew 

me back to the experience of rituals, some of them included in this work, where ‘time’ 

─ calendrical, organic, or social ─ plays a major role in the fundamental nature of 

rituals and their execution. It was interesting to notice that, although in completely 
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different contexts and social dynamics, this element of predictability associated with 

time is still, for some performers, one of the main indicators that a [performance] 

event has occurred. There is, however, another term that was mentioned with some 

regularity in different events: experience. As I have mentioned in chapter 2, the direct 

connection between [performance] and experience has been deeply explored by 

authors such as Dilthey and Turner, with the latter affirming that ‘[…] the 

anthropology of performance is an essential part of the anthropology of experience’, 

and that ‘[…] a performance, then, is the proper finale of an experience’.380 

 

I observed that for some performers, however, the empirical understanding of 

experience proved to be disconnected from their established understanding of 

[performance]. One of the performers from ‘Séance’, for example, mentioned that 

‘[…] ‘experience’ would probably be a better term, as ‘performance’ usually denotes 

a more rigidly structured and formal delivery of music/drama […]’.381 The same 

performer also considered the audience’s applause at the end of ‘Séance’ as a sign 

that performers and audience might have different concepts of the event, saying that 

‘[…] the fact that they applauded seemed to indicate that some of them, at least, felt 

the need to as they felt the event was a performance. As a participant, though, I 

personally felt it was more of an experience than a performance.’ This comment 

could be seen to point toward a definition of [performance] as ‘entertainment’, in 

which the performers’ main function is understood to be to ‘entertain’ the audience. 

In the New Stages Series, different performers in various events mentioned the 

presence of audience as a crucial factor for the fundamental existence of what they 

understand as [performance]. One of these, for instance, wrote: ‘[…] I was playing 
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music and there was an audience. We could discuss what is involved on [sic] a 

'Performance' but for me, could be something like: An event where an artistic 

creation is shared between an artist and an audience.’382 Another performer was 

more specific in listing what, for them, are the constitutive elements of [performance]: 

‘We were communicating an artistic element to an audience. […] As a performance, 

all of the usual elements were present (performer-message-audience/receptors).’383 

Such comments point towards an understanding of [performance] as an event that 

exists in order to communicate artistic messages to audience members, a very 

common view between artistic practitioners and in published literature about artistic 

[performance]. However, we should also be aware that the concept of ‘entertainment’ 

can become much more complex if we follow, for instance, Turner’s connection of 

the term to its etymological origins in old French, and to his unfolding of the term into 

liminal and liminoid characteristics, as discussed in chapter 2.  

 

Also relevant to our consideration of [performance] is the matter of ‘presence’, as 

discussed in chapter 3. As we have seen in our brief exploration of the evolution of 

recordings and its possible influence on the dynamics of [performance], the physical 

presence of the performer might not be essential for a [performance] to have taken 

place, a circumstance triggered by the constant technological innovations and 

societal changes with which we currently live. I would add that we are also starting to 

witness the possibility of the physical absence of audience members in 

[performance] venues, also made possible and stimulated by technological 

advances. A good example of this is Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra’s ‘Immersive 

Audio’ initiative, an attempt to reproduce ‘the unique acoustics of the Philharmonie 
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Berlin’ to give spectators an experience that is ‘almost like being in the 

auditorium’.384  For me, the word ‘almost’ carries crucial weight in suggesting, from 

the orchestra’s point of view, that the physical presence of the audience is 

considered to be an essential element for the full [performance] experience in such a 

hall, regardless of the extremely efficient technological apparatus. If this is so, 

perhaps we have come to see the performers’ absence from the [place] of 

[performance] as relatively natural, but are less convinced that this also applies to 

the audience.  

 

Such influence of technology on the very definition of [performance] might also be 

a contemporary example of how [performance] as ‘efficiency’ has been integrated 

into our general understanding of the term. I mentioned in chapter 2 that I consider 

that some liminoid events in artistic performance today might carry strong liminal 

characteristics, such as auditions, competitions, and final recitals. In such events, 

criteria are established to adjudicate one’s playing, after which the performer might 

achieve, for example, a new social status. We might then affirm that these events 

exist in order to assess efficiently the [performance] of a [performance]. However, in 

examples such as the Berlin Philharmonic’s ‘Immersive Audio’, we have a much 

clearer connection between [performance] and efficiency: here, the medium, rather 

than the performer, takes a central role, and this medium’s proper functioning is 

essential for the [performance] event to take place. The importance of the medium 

has also been discussed in chapter 2 in relation to movements such as Performalism 

in architecture, to projects such as Freya Waley-Cohen’s ‘Permutations’, and some 

of the feedback from the New Stages performers touched upon the efficiency of the 
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medium as related to [performance]. When answering the question ‘Do you consider 

that the event was a 'Performance'?, one performer wrote, for example, that ‘[…] It 

was more so than any classically staged concerts I have done since every aspect of 

the event was performative’,385 while another affirmed that it was ‘much more so than 

a regular concert, given the added elements of the different layers of the stage and 

the elements of lighting, it creates more dynamic tension in what is happening on 

stage, and heightens one’s own sense of presence on stage’.386 When comparing 

the New Stages Series to ‘classically’ staged events, these performers had 

effectively established parameters for comparison between both production models, 

which allowed them to analyse how efficiently one medium (the New Stages Series 

events) works against the other (‘classically’ staged events) for the successful 

delivery of the expected results (the musical content, or the ‘artistic message’). 

Although establishing the exact parameters through which we might compare these 

production models is not within the scope of this project, performers were already 

able to draw conclusions about the impact of alternative layouts and dynamics on 

their understanding of the effectiveness of a [performance], at least from their own 

perspective. 
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4.3 Revising the terminology 

 

After exploring conceptual and practical possibilities through both theoretical 

research and in the New Stages Series, I have identified what I consider to be a 

number of relevant discussions in relation to the language used to refer to [stage] 

and [performance]. Firstly, concerning [stage], is the possible use of different spatial 

prepositions when referring to a performer as being on [stage], or in [stage]. By 

challenging our habitual use of ‘on stage’, we are acknowledging the ideas about 

spatial prepositions put forward by Yi-Fu Tuan as discussed earlier, as well as the 

implications of other languages in which such a possibility exists, as footnoted earlier 

in relation to my native Portuguese: this provides an example of how, for native 

Portuguese speakers, using a preposition that merely indicates location would not be 

enough to establish the presence of a performer. In doing so, we can avoid language 

creating an obstacle to the evolution of the media and our perception of the status 

quo, making it flexible enough to allow the necessary changes that might need to 

take place in any field. Similarly, I consider that some of the most interesting 

outcomes of my work in terms of [performance] also relate to language, in particular 

to the multilayered understandings that can ─ and, in my view, should ─ occur 

simultaneously in the performing arts. I now feel confident to suggest that we should 

analyse the [performance] of our [performance] in a [performance], a playful 

sentence that summarizes the three layers in which [performance] is defined by 

various dictionaries (efficiency, action and entertainment), as mentioned in chapter 2, 

and that has been demonstrated in many instances throughout this project.   
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Another interesting discussion triggered by this research project relates to our 

conception of [performance] [spaces] and [places]. I produced all the events of the 

New Stages Series in venues that I consider to be [empty spaces], a term that, 

despite its apparent simplicity, carries deep aesthetic and philosophical 

connotations, as discussed in chapter 1. We have seen how different the 

approaches of ‘traditional’ concert halls and what I call [empty spaces] for 

[performance] can be; the former are described by Christopher Small as places 

designed to encourage certain behaviours and that at the same time close off the 

possibility of behaviours of different kinds,387 whereas the latter is connected to 

Kenya Hara’s understanding of [emptiness] as a concept that ‘evokes the 

imaginative powers of our audience’.388 However, instead of questioning the 

continued existence of ‘traditional’ concert halls and hoping for their end in favour of 

the establishment of [empty spaces] as our main performing venues, this project 

allowed me to realize how valuable it is to live in a world where society and 

technology, particularly, allow such contrasting models to co-exist. In considering the 

‘shock’ between old and new, or between tradition and innovation, I agree with 

Lefebvre when he says that: 

 
It is argued that only bulldozers or Molotov cocktails can change the 
dominant organization of space, that destruction must come before 
reconstruction. Fair enough, but it is legitimate to ask what 
'reconstruction' entails. Are the same means of production to be used 
to produce the same products? Or must those means be destroyed 
also? The problem with this posture is that it minimizes the 
contradictions in society and space as they actually are; although 
there are no good grounds for doing so, it attributes a hermetic or 
finished quality to the 'system'; and, in the very process of heaping 
invective upon this system, it comes in a sense under its spell and 
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succeeds only in glorifying its power beyond all reasonable 
bounds.389 

 

If we agree that the destruction of such [spaces] and [places] would not be the 

solution, we are invited to celebrate the co-existence of not only different [spaces] 

and [places] for [performance], but also different behaviours and mind-frames that 

will allow us to explore those contradictions, as postulated by Lefebvre, in a 

constructive way. Such a contrast between [spaces], [places] and behaviour can be 

witnessed, as I noted in chapter 1, in venues such as the Angela Burgess Recital 

Hall at the Royal Academy of Music in London. Some of the events of the New 

Stages Series happened in this venue, helping to explore its full potential as an 

[empty space] in, paraphrasing Hara, ‘evoking the imaginative powers of our 

audience’. However, when one visits this venue at any other time it is usually set up 

as a traditional recital hall with a frontal view and with the piano as the focal point, 

even when it is not being used. When I witness such venues, I assume that there 

might be some kind of ‘sacred’ layout for music events that is ─ consciously or not ─ 

nurtured and conveniently maintained by professionals and institutions, echoing 

Foucault’s ideas: 

 
[…] perhaps our life is still governed by a certain number of 
oppositions that remain inviolable, that our institutions and practices 
have not yet dared to break down. These are oppositions that we 
regard as simple givens: for example between private space and 
public space, between family space and social space, between 
cultural space and useful space, between the space of leisure and 
that of work. All these are still nurtured by the hidden presence of the 
sacred.390 
 
 

                                                           
389

 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 56. 
 
390

 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias”. 



 

319 

 

In my view, we live in a society that can no longer afford avoiding such 

oppositions, and the outcome of the current social and technological developments 

will probably require a wider understanding of what is considered possible, relevant 

and meaningful in the performing arts, particularly in music [performance]. Based on 

the theoretical and practical developments brought forward by this work, I also 

consider it essential that all involved in the production of what are currently known as 

‘concerts’ reassess their core aesthetic and social values, as well as carefully 

reconsider their basic nomenclature in order to be able to adapt the dynamics of the 

music events in which they are involved in response to new social and technological 

requirements, possibilities and expectations. As we have seen, once the fragile lines 

imposed by so-called ‘classical music traditions’ are crossed, the definition of [stage] 

and [performance], as well as the expected functions of performers and audience 

can no longer be easily understood and defined. Perhaps a reassessment of the 

definition ─ or even the need ─ of such terms would necessarily also involve a 

reassessment of such ‘tradition’, prompting the gradual incorporation of broader 

aesthetic and philosophical concepts such as the ones explored in this work.  

 

There is one further research question that has been present since I started this 

project. As this question only came into focus after having finished this thesis, I 

decided not to include it alongside the four ‘big’ questions proposed in the 

Introduction, but to mention it here instead, where I am contemplating a future 

assessment of this work by a range of potential readers. From the very beginning of 

this project I have been called an ‘idealist’ by many of my colleagues, and even 

audience members. Although I have never considered myself as such, I realized that 

the understanding of this term can be twofold: it can be interpreted pejoratively, 
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describing someone whose utopian thoughts are detached from reality; or it can be 

interpreted positively, as someone guided by their ideals and their awareness of their 

power of realizing them. In the conception and production phases of the New Stages 

Series I was guided in part by the first interpretation of ‘idealism’, with a more 

‘combative’ approach to what I considered a dismissive attitude to the feasibility of 

my ideas and ideals. However, after I finished writing this thesis, I noticed that my 

feeling towards ‘idealism’ had shifted towards the second understanding, as it was 

time to take my project outside the protective walls of an academic institution to a 

wider array of collaborators and audiences. For this, I realized that a combative 

attitude was not the ideal mind frame. I decided then to go back to the ideal that has 

always offered a guiding principle to all my past projects: the importance of 

collaboration. And with that in mind, my fifth research question became clear: how 

can a renewed idea of [stage] and [performance] be applied to existing social and 

commercial settings in order to offer a renewed social and commercial relevance to 

idealistic artistic creators?  Finally, I would like to go back to Lefebvre, particularly to 

what is, in my view, one of the most striking questions that has been asked in 

relation to [space] and tradition: ‘what would remain of the Church if there were no 

churches?’391 Similarly we could ask: what would remain of Music if there were no 

concert halls?     
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[…] You will learn many laws, Luís Mauricio. But if you forget them quickly, 

Higher ones you will discover, and it is then that life begins […] 

 

A Luís Maurício, Infante’, Carlos Drummond de Andrade 
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