
I

Drohende Gefahr, Angst, Katastrophe (Threatening danger, 
fear, catastrophe) are the words that preface the score to 
Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik zu einer Lichtspielscene (Opus 34, 
henceforth Begleitmusik) from 1930, which was commis-
sioned by the Heinrichshofen Verlag in Germany. 1 The 
commission was for a film score that Schoenberg ultimate-
ly abandoned in favor of the more abstract program of 
Drohende Gefahr, Angst, Katastrophe, perhaps similar to the 
typical tone poems found by a composer such as Richard 
Strauss. 2 An accompanimental film would, in Schoenberg’s 
view, subordinate the music to the images presented giving 
the music a more illustrative account of these sensations. 
By abandoning the accompanimental film, Schoenberg be-
lieved that only music as a non-conceptual medium could 
convey such sensations directly to a listener. 
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III. The Threatened 
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IV. The Danger draws 
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V. The Threatened 

become aware of the 
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VI. The Danger grows 
VII. The fear grows  

ever greater 
VIII. Catastrophe 

IX. Collapse 
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narrative or argumentation, but rather organized through 
the montage of independent tableaux-like moments that 
refuse commentary or interpretation in order to expli-
cate their meaning. Such a practice of soft montage (i.e., 
montage through an inclusive “and” rather than an exclu-
sive “or” as suggested by the practices of Harun Farocki or 
late Godard) 6 recalls Ezra Pound’s ideogrammic method 
in poetry where luminous details are brought into focus 
through the raw juxtaposition of concrete facts. 7 Accord-
ing to Benoît Turquety, Einleitung functions through the 
ideogrammic method by juxtaposing a series of concrete 
events and thus forms “a constellation without any explicit 
connection” whose coherence is maintained rhythmically 
and energetically. 8 

With soft montage in film, one can achieve a kind of se-
mantic spark or jump when two things are placed together 
that are not normally associated with the same field of 
reference or meaning, particularly when the possible con-
nections between the two things are maximized. Some-
times these sparks can follow in quick succession, produc-
ing disturbance patterns of their own, similar to the effect 
that one finds in the atonal music of Anton Webern. In 
this music, electricity continuously jumps between juxta-
posed musical figures as a way to gain energy in a context 
where tonal grammar, phrasing and rhythm are severely  

Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet’s Einleitung zu  
Arnold Schoenbergs Begleitmusik zu einer Lichtspielscene, 1972 
(henceforth Einleitung) is a “desynchronized reaction” to 
Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik by enlisting a number of repre-
sentational strategies (such as interviews, photo montag-
es, documentaries, texts, etc.) in the attempt to create an 
image that captures the sensations of Schoenberg’s music. 
Included in their accompaniment are dialogues through 
various kinds of montage such as the letters between 
Schoenberg and Kandinsky, Brecht’s 1935 address to the 
International Congress of Writers for the Defense of Cul-
ture as well as the juxtaposing of photos and documentary 
newsreels that depict the effects of violence from the mass 
executions by the Versailles forces at the end of the Paris 
Commune of 1871, the American bombing of Vietnam and 
the Nazi extermination camps. Situated within these ma-
terials is the seeming “biopic” about Schoenberg himself 
followed by stills of photos and paintings of Schoenberg 
as well as documentary-like readings of the letters and ad-
dress by Günter Peter Straschek and Peter Nestler (who are 
filmed in a broadcasting recording booth). Throughout the 
film are black spaces that act more as lacunae preventing a 
seamlessly integrated context for this variety of materials. 3 
Such an experience wants to engage us with what becomes 
visible in these instances of violence and catastrophe, for 
the viewer to construct their own counter-shots to a history 
that is presented by means of discontinuous montage and 
not narrative integration, through what film critic Serge 
Daney notes as “the stubborn rejection of all the forces of 
homogenization.” 4

Martin Walsh has noted that Einleitung is a “deconstruction 
of cinematic language,” particularly in the way it reposi-
tions the idea of the documentary through a materialist 
lens. 5 Sound—including the voice-over commentary—is 
foregrounded in such a way as to not establish or deter-
mine meaning for the viewer. Rather, sound is used to in-
volve us in a more active process of seeing and listening, 
and ultimately toward our own construction of meaning. 
The documentary-like readings of texts in Einleitung atten-
uate one’s listening to the rhythms of language, as opposed 
to simply its meaning, and thereby reassert the materiality 
of the spoken text. Yet the heterogeneity of materials in 
Einleitung is not seamlessly fused together into a linear 

Fragment of Arnold Schoenberg’s painting  
Gehendes Selbstportrait from Huillet-Straub’s Einleitung zu  

Arnold Schoenbergs ‘Begleitmusik zu einer Lichtspielscene’ (1972).
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the work itself and are an integral part of the subject mat-
ter that establish the work as a “site of resistance.” 12 “If you 
have a great deal of patience, it is charged with contradic-
tions at the same time. Otherwise it doesn’t have the time 
to be charged. Lasting patience is necessarily charged with 
tenderness and violence.” 13 In a similar vein, as Prynne has 
remarked in the context of poetic composition, “Nothing 
taken for granted, nothing merely forced, pressure of the 
composing will as varied by delicacy, because these ener-
gies are dialectical and not extruded from personality or 
point of view.” 14

What does it mean for a work to become a site of resistance? 
Cognitive engagement depends less upon perception as on 
the experience of resistance, which forms the surrounding 
world of a subject’s activity when things present themselves 
through their inertial force. Instead of intelligibility as a 
criterion of knowledge, resistance can “make accessible 
the fact of a thing’s existence without impairing its status 
as a substantial, independent entity,” 15 a way of affirming 
the world around us without completely jettisoning the 
role of the subject.16 It is through resistance that a model 
of perception is expanded beyond a subject’s limit of the 
perceivable world in an attempt to record the manifold 
richness of how things are.17 This projective expansion 
includes much more than any apparent intention of the 
subject whereupon contingency becomes a necessary part 
for pushing outward toward reality; a closer engagement 
with what there is, including a conception of agency and 
feeling that is not distinctly identified with a personal sub-
ject. In this sense, a site of resistance in the films of Straub 
and Huillet contextualizes what knowledge is valuable and 
what paths of action are potentially possible.

II

An important aspect of Einleitung is its fundamental re-
positioning of the idea of accompaniment. The composer 
Hanns Eisler suggested that in Schoenberg’s music, words 
are always secondary—or accompanimental—to the mu-
sic, for example in the opera Moses und Aron. As Straub 
suggests, 

Eisler argues for this divorce between the two 
parts of the opera, the words and the music. I think  

reduced. The Cambridge poet J.H Prynne produces a sim-
ilar reaction in poetic discourse maintaining cohesion 
through energetic sparks among, “extended trains of un-
familiar words and phrases which break the rules for local 
sense” so that “discourse levels and fields of reference are 
switched abruptly and without sign-posts,” and the con-
struction of relationships and pattern-making can occur 
in new ways.9 The energy in which the structure of a work 
unfolds over time constitutes its rhythm that then becomes 
coterminous with its temporal experience. This potential 
of rhythm to generate energy, force and violence are key 
characteristics for critiquing a lyric subjectivity intrinsic 
to an expressionist poetics of music.

Coherence in the films of Straub and Huillet is often sup-
ported by techniques such as rhythmic patterning, abrupt 
juxtapositions, asymmetric relationships, serial variations 
and repetitions, thus creating temporal structures similar 
to those in music composition. As Straub has remarked, 

One needs a rhythm even before one starts shooting 
the film, or works at the cutting table. One needs to 
know why one chooses particular angles from which 
to film, how long the individual shots will last, and 
then choose another standpoint or an identical one, 
but nearer, or the same, only a little more distant. 10 

In both poetry and music, the tensions between rhythm 
and meter are ways in which new resistances might be 
made appreciable, since counting and the use of numbers 
(syllables and line breaks in poetry or rhythm and meter 
in music) enables one to apprehend the proportion of one 
thing to another, including their possible incommensu-
rability. Incommensurability can destroy the integrity of 
syntax and argument through which the lyrical features 
of music become prominent, thus challenging a place of 
stability in which events can be apprehended, related and 
given meaning through lyrical expression.

The methodology of Straub and Huillet involves precise-
ly constructing the framework for each shot and then al-
lowing contingencies to manifest so that freedom evolves 
from its opposite: “One should never say or show some-
thing in which one cannot sense the possibility of its op-
posite as an intrinsic resistance.” 11 These contingencies are 
referred to as “unforeseen factors” that arise from within 
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foundation of a musical language—where, as Adorno notes, 
every musical phenomenon points beyond itself, 
on the strength of what it recalls, from what it dis-
tinguishes itself, by what means it awakens expec-
tation. The traditional doctrine of musical forms 
has its sentence, phrase, period, and punctuation. 
Questions, exclamations, subordinate clauses are 
everywhere, voices rise and fall, and, in all of this, 
the gesture of music is borrowed from the speaking 
voice. 20

The term vocables comprises chords and their progressions, 
melodic phrases, gestures and most importantly, cadences; 
i.e., those expressive aspects of a musical language that are 
found in tonality but have their origins in the speaking 
voice.

The composer Helmut Lachenmann has expanded the 
concept of vocables through the notion of the Strukturklang 
(structure-sound), where expressive aspects of a composi-
tion are generally stable rhetorical devices—gestures and 
cadences grounded in the language of late Romanticism 
and early Expressionism—against which the materiality 
of sound production becomes perceptible and creates re-
sistances. 21 A Strukturklang engages the listening not so 
much through the perception of sound, as through the 
experience of resistance to the lyrical procedures of an 
expressive subject. In Lachenmann’s music, the materiality 
of sound production presents itself as noise in the music, 
noise not only in the disruption of expressive intent but 
also in the physicality of performance. A Strukturklang is 
a musical process that requires an active listening whereby 
a sound’s internal time or Eigenzeit is coterminous with 
one’s experience of it.22 

In opposition to the Strukturklang is the Texturklang (tex-
ture-sound) that is experienced as “object-like” (where 
one appreciates the sound long before it has ended). A 
Texturklang is a point of orientation for a listener as an 
extended moment of passive listening that creates a sub-
ject-position in the musical experience.23 In other words, 
Texturklänge (texture-sounds) are moments of relief that 
give a listener the impression that a full listening experi-
ence is manageable and understandable. Such points privi-
lege a humanist center from which lyrical procedures such 

however that Eisler is wrong, and that the work real-
ly is a unity. This is the conclusion that I’ve come to, 
more and more surely, as I’ve studied over the text 
of the opera and listened to the music accompany-
ing it, to the structure and rhythm of the music.” 18 

What Straub proposes is the idea of polyphony between mu-
sic and text where each contribute equally to the aesthetic 
experience. The idea of accompaniment itself suggests a 
form of violence through the enforcement of a relationship 
that Straub and Huillet fundamentally question, a relation-
ship often of subordination and hierarchization. The one 
place in Einleitung where Straub and Huillet do force a re-
lation hangs upon the word “but” (aber) that links Brecht’s 
public address, which connects fascism with capitalism, 
to Schoenberg’s letter to Kandinsky in which he states he 
does not want to be exception to Kandinsky’s anti-Semi-
tism, thus implying that it requires an act of violence to 
reveal the often hidden connections between racism and 
capitalism.

Grammar, the way in which images, words and sounds 
are connected (and often forced together) is constantly 
threatening to fall into subjectivity and violence through 
the lyrical procedures of desire to establish meaning.  
Einleitung juxtaposes a series of concrete events that form 
a heterogeneous constellation without any explicit connec-
tions, whose coherence is maintained rhythmically and 
energetically. Schoenberg and Brecht, in their respective 
work, each created an image of such catastrophe that could 
only be captured through a refusal of the “homogenized 
forces of representation,” including a refusal of an artistic 
expression that confines itself to an exiled and protected 
space in contemporary culture.

Schoenberg’s renunciation of a tonal (and hierarchical) 
structure is not a refusal of musical grammar in itself. 
He is still invested in grammar as a way to renew musi-
cal language to the point where it becomes possible once 
more to explore the pure elaboration of musical thoughts. 
For Schoenberg, the whole task of art is to unexpress the 
expressible, whereas the expressible are those sanctioned 
meanings made possible and contained by conventions.19 

These conventions are established through the musical 
grammar and syntax of how connections are made—the 
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expressive first person, as with Schoenberg or Lachen-
mann, but through impersonal forces applied to the lan-
guage of music where music’s rhetorical tropes are twisted 
and damaged in order to unexpress the expressible. It is 
through the resistance of these rhetorical materials that 
the lines of force become apparent and are harnessed for 
a new kind of lyricism to manifest. Paraphrasing Straub, 
one must intelligently respect the existing space in order 
to take in its lines of force against which expressive devices 
could emerge without being derivative of a represented 
content.29 

In comparison to Schoenberg’s “idea” or Lachenmann’s 
Strukturklang, Ferneyhough’s figure maps out a lyrical 
subjectivity in more radical ways, always denying a stable 
subject-position of intent and desire by placing expression 
itself as a matter of transition from one state to another. 
The dense polyphony and rhythmic complexity of Fer-
neyhough’s music works between multiple networked re-
lationships, shifting from measure to measure in ways that, 
similar to the poetry of Prynne, 

sustain rapid alignments and realignments and 
provide both a conceptual topography and a virtual 
history of association. Accumulated meaning is sys-
tematically dismantled as the syntactical structures 
defeat any attempts to memorize connections and 
relationships.30 

This is not a music that leads the listener back to its com-
poser, but to a musical language as a theoretical structure 
that begins to explore the limits of a humanist mode of 
expression and attempts to move beyond it.

III

In J.H. Prynne’s “Refuse Collection” (2004), the parataxis 
of a lyrical poetic language, with its documentary quota-
tions from the everyday language of capitalism and me-
dia representation, attempts to create an image of anoth-
er catastrophe, the atrocities of Abu Ghraib in Iraq. Such 
a poetic language is conveyed through a formal sense of 
poetic rhythm in a similar vein to Straub and Huillet’s for-
mal sense of filmic rhythm. Akin to the tension created 
about and across the montage between shots in Straub and 
Huillet’s film, Prynne situates the tension about and across 

as gestures and cadences (i.e., Lachenmann’s Kadenzklänge) 
make for an authentic language of personal agency. The 
desiring “I” as the expressive subject is composed into the 
music through these Klangtypen (sound-types) against the 
material resistances of sound production.

Lachenmann’s Kadenzklänge (cadence-sounds) derive from 
the grammar of tonality: phrasing, antecedent/consequent 
relations, attack/resonance, cadence, period forms and 
symmetry. These tonal shapes also inform Schoenberg’s 
musical idea (musikalischer Gedanke) where notions of 
motive, gestalt, phrase, theme, rhythm, harmony and 
form, shape the wholeness of the musical work.24 These 
musical shapes generate vocables or gestures in which a 
speaking subject is inscribed into the music, including 
Schoenberg’s notion of lyricism, where the musical idea is 
made possible by representing a feeling “subject” in the 
musical discourse. 25 Schoenberg’s idea of a musical prose 
can therefore be seen as a perceptual process of expan-
sion that begins from the outward intention of a subject 
which takes the limit of the perceivable world as a basis 
and is elaborated through an encounter with resistance 
beyond that limit. This is the case for how subjectivity 
is encoded in Schoenberg’s monodrama Erwartung and 
explains why there is so much resonance between mu-
sic and poetic composition, between Adorno’s musique 
informelle and poet Charles Olson’s projective verse.26 The 
language of expanding outwards, disrupting boundaries 
and increasing the “world’s available reality” is abundant 
in both of these ideas.

Perhaps a more radical idea of the musical gesture and 
subjectivity in music is the anti-humanist orientation of 
Ferneyhough’s figure where gestures arise not from stable 
rhetorical devices against which the materiality of sound 
can place pressure, but through lines of force as structural 
categories in which musical processes conflate with mu-
sical objects (i.e., processes as “shadows thrown by objects 
in time”).27 At the center of a musical gesture is no nucleus 
of tangibility but instead a system of relationships. What 
matters is what happens between gestures, between sounds 
where lines of force can arise and generate figural energies 
in the act of moving from one discrete musical gesture 
to another. 28 Ferneyhough’s gestures arise not from an 
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as ‘outside,’ and what is ‘over there’ blends disconcertingly 
with what is ‘here’ and ‘at home’: we are all complicit and 
accountable. This is the darker side of Prynne’s concern 
with the ‘refusion’ of self into other. The whole text urges 
us to resist being ‘collected,’ brought on side, by a war-mon-
gering government.” Prynne’s text critiques the idea of es-
tablishing consensus.

“Refuse Collection” is a poem that is absent of clear sub-
ject-positions in the context of imperatives for committing 
unethical acts (such as “Kick them around” and “stamp 
on non-white body parts”). As Nandini Ramesh Sankar 
has pointed out, “Refuse Collection” “progressively refines 
a strategy of combining the problem of guilt and social 
agency with the formal device of pronominal ambiguity” 
implying that there is “the abdication of any clear subject- 
position.” 34 The use of the imperative in combination with 
the act of torture suggests that agency is conflated with 
complicity, most notably in the confusion of pronouns. 
For example, the juxtaposition of you and they creates an 
unresolved ambiguity regarding agency: “This way/can it 
will you they took to fast immediate satis-/faction or slath-
er.” With the ambiguity between pronouns, the individual 
lyric voice is dislocated and passes through the collective, 
embedding it into a much larger historical and social con-
text that makes it complicit with acts of collective violence. 

Such an ambiguity makes the poem critical of a self-right-
eous anti-war us as well as an us that is responsible for the 
atrocities. The poem accepts neither a position of despair 
or self-righteousness from which one can deny respon-
sibility. It critiques the notion that in a democracy one 
can find those spaces in which free and rational discourse 
between equals might exist. Prynne, along with Straub 
and Huillet, is critical of any form of expression that seeks 
to encode universal human feelings. Such expression is 
essentially a Romantic sensibility in that it seeks to lo-
cate a unifying personal consciousness at the center of 
the phenomenal world, almost entirely controlled by the 
first person pronoun or character point of view, and im-
plies a fixed, stable perspective in an otherwise unstable 
world. Similarly, music whose vocables are equally con-
trolled by the first person pronoun—gestures and forms 
of expression that fall into the tropes of Lachenmann’s 

line-endings where “there is a kind of dialectical unsettling 
because line-endings and verse divisions work into and 
against semantic overload in the poetic work.” 31 

As Colin Winborn has suggested “to ‘re-fuse’ is ‘to fuse or 
melt again’, and ‘refusion’ is ‘the act of pouring back’. Al-
most all of Prynne’s work is concerned with the ‘re-fusing’ 
of seemingly incommensurate or incompatible discours-
es; it turns also on the ‘refusion’ of self into other” where 
“military, economic and scientific discourses all collide, 
sometimes within the crash zone of a single term.”32 

The first stanza of “Refuse Collection”:
To a light led sole in pit of, this by slap-up
barter of an arm rest cap, on stirrup trade in
crawled to many bodies, uncounted. Talon up
crude oil-for-food, incarnadine incarcerate, get
foremost a track rocket, rapacious in heavy
investment insert tool this way up. This way
can it will you they took to fast immediate satis-
faction or slather, new slave run the chain store
enlisted, posture writhing what they just want
we’ll box tick that, nim nim. Camshot spoilers
strap to high stakes head to the ground elated
detonator like a bear dancing stripped canny
sex romp, webbing taint. Confess sell out the
self input, yes rape yes village gunship by
apache rotor capital genital grant a seed trial
take a nap a twin.

Prynne’s poem “Refuse Collection” fuses a variety of dis-
courses without achieving a harmonious co-existence and 
union of parts. Indeed as Winborn continues, ““Refuse Col-
lection” is suspicious of the idea that anything is truly ‘col-
lectable’ as part of a projected ‘whole,’ particularly in terms 
of knowledge. It condemns a culture of excess in which hu-
man life has come to be seen as ‘refuse,’ mere matter for the 
‘spectacle dump’; and yet the poem is itself a waste product, 
a space in which words and phrases that would be flushed 
away by other poets come to be deposited. It is in this sense 
a ‘Refuse Collection,’ a disorderly gathering of verbal de-
tritus.”33 The text of “Refuse Collection” “brutally assaults 
the idea of ‘autonomous’ and ‘unique’ subjectivity. ‘You’ 
merges with ‘we’ or ‘they,’ what is ‘inside’ is also revealed 
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ceptual formalizations, from which at some deter-
mined point in war-like operations it can passively 
fall into victim-damage and victim-anguish…is false 
and dangerous and absurd.37

The grammar of language, in particular, can create and 
manipulate connections between events to participate in 
“the mounting up of a war program, in advance of the 
hostilities and to justify their methods.”37 My belief is that 
music is also complicit in the condition of language, par-
ticularly through its speech acts, which inform musical 
shapes and gestures—the language of music—that have 
over history become emotional carriers of language’s 
sense.

In “Stars, Tigers and the Shape of Words,” Prynne writes that 
if language is a social code of interactions, in which 
performance is an expressive procedure within a 
context of sense-bearing acts, then anything that 
can count towards meaning may do so; intonation, 
style-level, choice of words and their sounds and 
echoes. 38 

The lyrical aspects of spoken language, which I believe are 
at the basis of music composition, do not in themselves 
create meaning or sense but endorse it through such pa-
rameters as rhythm, meter, pacing, sound-patterning and 
rhyme: all the expressive skills of “word-painting” or imi-
tation found in the history of composed music. This “style 
of sound,” as suggested by the poet Alexander Pope with 
regard to Prynne’s “Stars, Tigers and the Shape of Words,” 
is a “signifying code that is potentially sense-bearing, or 
at least sense-confirming and sense-enhancing” and “can 
be managed so as to give innumerable motivated echoes 
of non-arbitrary confirmation to the sense or idea.” 39 It is 
the “innumerable motivated echoes” that, when detached 
from the sense or idea (as the “shadows” of speech acts), 
become the language of music. 

I am particularly interested in how noise and interference 
are coded back into these language-like aspects of music 
(i.e., the idea of reverse transcription) so that moving from 
the play of sound and gesture—the material of music—to 
music’s materiality (its “grain of voice” so to speak) can 
become the start of an ecological approach to music com-
position. This ecology is constituted through a feedback 

Kadenzklänge—also become a music of nostalgia, an un-
conscious desire for a utopian space where new expression 
is thought to be possible based on earlier experiences of 
harmony and closure.

Nostalgia is the potential problem in the music of Lachen-
mann where the materiality of sound production—expe-
rienced as noise—simply is not enough to destabilize the 
rhetorical tropes, gestures, Kadenzklänge and the hierar-
chical structuring of his musical language derived from 
tonality. The problem of subjectivity in music is entirely 
tied to the phenomena of Klangtypen, in particular the 
Kadenzklang whose shape evokes the shadows of the spo-
ken voice and its intentional declarations (rhythm, pac-
ing, emphasis, breath, sound-patterning and rhyme). In 
this sense, Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik still is committed 
to a representational music by composing into the mu-
sic through expressive vocables, a sense of subjectivity or 
agency, that feels Drohende Gefahr, Angst, Katastrophe. Al-
though the hierarchical tonal structure is abandoned with 
respect to pitch, the rhetorical tropes—the language-like 
aspects of music derived from tonality—are maintained 
(as in Pierre Boulez’ critique of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone 
music).35 Both Schoenberg’s and Lachenmann’s is a music 
fully endowed with consciousness: Schoenberg’s musical 
idea and Lachenmann’s Strukturklang develop from an 
organicist conception of music whereby notions of sub-
jectivity—such as a relatively stable speaking “I” within 
an otherwise unstable (or non-hierarchical) musical dis-
course—are constructed through the lyrical procedures 
they employ. 

Straub once said that language is colonization, referring 
to the fixing of stable meanings through the solidifica-
tion of signifier and signified into an identity. Straub and 
Huillet seek to undo this solidification by focusing on the 
rhythmic and musical attributes of spoken language, in-
sofar as the sonic materiality of language is reasserted.36 
Language, including filmic language of images and sound, 
is too often complicit in the acts of violence that Einleitung 
brings together through montage. Indeed, as Prynne states 
in his note on war and language, 

The idea that there is an innocent or unwounded 
condition of language in any of its historic or con-

37 
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loop that continually registers between the physical char-
acteristics of sound (its materiality, spectrum and noise), 
music’s language-like aspects (Klangtypen derived from 
aspects of tonality such as gesture, phrasing and cadence), 
music’s aura (as stratified layers of historical and cultur-
al associations), and music’s compositional structuring 
through various kinds of processes—primarily serial and 
mathematical—that can work into and against music’s 
language-like aspects. Such an ecological approach can 
already be gleaned in the manner in which Straub and 
Huillet methodically work with their actors in the reading 
and reciting of texts where the “innumerable motivated 
echoes”—the varied musical aspects of speech-acts includ-
ing intonation, pacing and emphasis—are worked into and 
against the meaning of the text thereby producing a rich 
counterpoint. Indeed, their film scripts are filled with mu-
sical indications for the actors such as accelerando, ral-
lentando, pizzicato, forte, pianissimo, etc. 

IV

My musical composition for 18 musicians, Refuse Collec-
tion, is an attempt to bring together Schoenberg’s music, 
Straub-Huillet’s film, and Prynne’s poem under the ru-
bric of a noise-bearing “speculative music composition” 
that reverse transcribes Schoenberg’s Opus 34 through the 
rhythmic and metric forces of Prynne’s poem in such a 
way that a listener comes to hear a counter-melody against 
the original music as Begleitmusik (“accompanimental mu-
sic”) to the forces of the original work. Under the pres-
sure of Prynne’s poem, my musical composition begins to 
show the scars of Schoenberg’s original music by working 
against it. Indeed, in Schoenberg’s theoretical writings, the 
true nature of accompaniment is defined as counterpoint 
(an inherent working against) so that sufficient resistance is 
encountered in the act of listening to meet the continuing 
demand for palpable texture in human affairs. My aim, as 
a composer, is not to entirely dispense with an organicist 
orientation, but to orient my materials toward virology, as 
a parasite that disrupts music’s communicative and lyrical 
point of view. In biology, “the virus integrates with the 
host cell’s genome, replicating along with it but remaining 
dormant until the right sort of conditions emerge for it 
to reactivate.”40 These reactivations of usage codes from 

Schoenberg’s expressionist musical language under cer-
tain compositional conditions provide the basis for my 
Refuse Collection.

Below is the syllabic structure of the first stanza of Prynne’s 
poem and the resulting initial metric structure for my  
Refuse Collection, where addition signs indicate small 
breaks due to punctuation with occasional regroupings in 
order to generate more manageable metric lengths (such 
as 8 = 4 + 4). Measures in square brackets are additional 
measures that lie outside the syllabic count of the poetic 
line that I added later for temporal reasons. The syllabic 
count generally informs the numerator of each measure 
and only occasionally the denominator. The denominator 
of each measure is generally freely chosen in such a way 
as to keep a musician counting only on each specific mea-
sure. Thus, rarely does the continuation of a beat continue 
across two or more measures such as 4/4 followed by 3/4. 
In such a context, the denominator will be changed to en-
act a tempo change, for example, 4/4 followed by 3/5. Fur-
thermore, when the denominator is the same for two or 
more successive measures, then the numerator is arranged 
in such a way as to prevent more global groupings. For 
example, 3/16 followed by 5/16 could easily be regrouped 
as 8/16 or 4/8. If the denominator is not changed, then 
another measure will be inserted between them such as 
3/16, 4/16, 5/16 thus preventing a more common metri-
cal grouping to emerge. These changes force a musician 
to continually count and concentrate on the immediate 
measure at hand in order to generate energy in the perfor-
mance of the music by preventing more global perspec-
tives on the music’s rhythm from materializing, whereby 
a musician’s concentration can relax. 

To indicate the formal divisions in the original poem 
between stanzas, fermatas were placed in the music. For 
example, after the last 5/16 measure (“take a nap a twin”), 
a fermata of three seconds is placed to indicate the end 
of the first stanza in the poem. The formal structure of 
the poem interrupts the structure of Schoenberg’s mu-
sic in unpredictable ways, thereby preventing clear ten-
sion/relaxation relationships that mimic the rhythms 
and breathing of the speaking voice from manifesting 
while still demanding an active listening. By applying an  

40 
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to represent clear emotional desires or psychological states 
in the music. My intention is to displace musical expression 
as something apart from desire and individual subjectivity, 
an expression that is “beyond memory, appetite, greed, and 
all the other consolations for predatoriness that make up 
the spiral curve of bourgeois autobiography.” 41

Part of displacing musical expression in this way is through 
transcribing the shapes and gestures of music—in this case, 
primarily from Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik—onto a rhyth-
mic grid that is unstable with a continually shifting, un-
predictable metric ground against which the transcribed 
materials can never find a central point for intentionally 
clear expressions and declamations (a stable “I”) to mani-
fest, particularly since tempo is never consistent for more 
than a measure of time. A rhythmic and metric grid that 
registers a performer’s musical actions is similar to the 
precision with which Straub and Huillet craft the perfor-
mance of spoken language, where each inflection and stress 
is rhythmically calibrated and ultimately works against the 

additional structure to the original Schoenberg Begleit-
musik, one can test its solidity through the music’s resis-
tance to it, often creating breaks and cracks in Schoen-
berg’s music that work against its narrative so that its 
materiality becomes palpable.

The presence of the irrational measures (where numbers 
other than powers of 2 are in the denominator) produces 
continual, abrupt shifts in tempi and pacing that halts or 
deflects the forward movement of musical discourse by 
breaking off this movement before it can complete itself. 
Such ruptures in the continuity of discourse force upon us 
an awareness of the musical linguistic medium (gestures, 
phrasing, relations of antecedent/consequent) by denying 
a sense of completion and cadence. As in Prynne’s “Refuse 
Collection” where systematic spacing of the verse never co-
incides with syntactical cuts, the connections between the 
identifiable parts of musical phrases and gestures become 
difficult to grasp. 

My reverse transcription of Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik is 
composed of interlacing quotations and palimpsests from 
various sources, often working anonymously below the 
work’s surface. This helps to disrupt the lyrical intentions 
of Schoenberg’s original so that no consistent subject-posi-
tion is ever maintained within the musical discourse thus 
denying any gestures, phrasing and cadencing that come Ming Tsao, Refuse Collection sketch, 2017

To a light led sole in pit of, this by slap-up

barter of an arm rest cap, on stirrup trade in

crawled to many bodies, uncounted. Talon up

crude oil-for-food, incarnadine incarcerate, get

foremost a track rocket, rapacious in heavy

investment insert tool this way up. This way

can it will you they took to fast immediate satis-

faction or slather, new slave run the chain store

enlisted, posture writhing what they just want

we’ll box tick that, nim nim. Camshot spoilers

strap to high stakes head to the ground elated

detonator like a bear dancing stripped canny

sex romp, webbing taint. Confess sell out the

self input, yes rape yes village gunship by

apache rotor capital genital grant a seed trial

take a nap a twin.

Syllable Count per Line

8+4=(4+4)+4

7+5

6+3+3

4+8+1=4+(4+4)+1

6+6

9+2

14=7*2

5+6

3+8

4+2+4=6+4

11

12=3*4

2+3+5

3+8=3+(4*2)

16 = 4*4

5

Resulting Musical Meter

4/4, 4/10, 4/3

7/20, [11/16], 5/10, [5/4]

6/5, 3/16, [6/3], 3/5

4/12, 4/5, 4/4, 1/3

6/8, 6/8

9/20, 2/5, [4/4]

7/12

5/3, [5/16], 6/4

6/5 (doubling 3 and omitting 8)

6/5, 4/12

11/16

3/4

2/3, 3/7, 5/8

3/12, 4/5

4/5

5/16

41 
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intentionally expressive aspects of the text and its intend-
ed meaning. The rhythmic grid for my Refuse Collection 
is constructed from the meter scheme suggested by the 
poem. The previous image, Refuse Collection sketch, shows 
the composite rhythmic sketch for the opening four mea-
sures (based on the first one and a half lines of Prynne’s 
poem “Refuse Collection”) in many stages of development.

V

How can musical lyricism, through its gestures, cadences 
and song, be attained in an era where the effects of hu-
man expression have become problematic? Through my 
composition Refuse Collection, scraps and filings from var-
ious musical references that lie outside of my immediate 
musical consciousness and whose language is fundamen-
tally at odds with my own expressive desires, accumu-
late so that music’s materiality exceeds human agency 
and can dissolve an ego-centered expressiveness in favor 
of a more encompassing subjectivity. The nature of my  
Refuse Collection suggests the recuperation of discarded ma-
terials as waste through a discontinuous montage of mu-
sical fragments based on Schoenberg’s music, but whose 
rhythm is informed by Prynne’s poem. 

Waste signifies noise, excess and rubbish, which 
stands as a rebuke and challenge to instrumental 
systems because rubbish is what is left when the op-
eration of the forces of homogenization are com-
plete and nothing should be left.42

In my reworking of Schoenberg’s Begleitmusik, rhythm and 
meter are destabilizing musical forces on instrumental 
actions in order to foreground the materiality of sound 
production through a noise-bearing aesthetic. The waste 
that is a product of music’s materiality can tune into the ac-
cumulated layers of signification accrued through music’s 
evolution and reactivate past codes as the contamination 
of damaged forms. 

Such a reworking of Schoenberg’s Opus 34 attempts to pro-
vide another image of Drohende Gefahr, Angst, Katastrophe 
that is defined through the cracks and rough textures of 
Schoenberg’s original music. My Refuse Collection is lyri-
cally expressive, which means that subject-positions 43 can 
exist for a listener to engage with the music as expressive Ming Tsao, Refuse Collection, 2017
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gestures and cadences of intention, potentially forming 
aspects of a compositional language. In my music, these 
subject-positions are never stable points of orientation (as 
they are with Schoenberg or Lachenmann) and thus my 
music critiques the idea of any unifying personal “voice” 
or agency speaking from behind the musical language. 
Indeed, subjectivity in my music emerges from those areas 
of contact between the materiality of sound production 
and a musical expression that is fractured and destabilized 
throughout. If there is the presence of a lyrical voice, it is 
then made insecure, with the possibility that it may open 
up at any moment to other forms of expression with which 
it must cohabitate and find dialogue. Listeners should lis-
ten “beyond anthropocentric terms, including the ways 
in which the resistance of the world—its conflicting and 
dynamic materiality—exceeds subjective desire, concep-
tual thought and technological control.” 44 My music is a 
materialist music, akin to Straub’s notion of a “materialist 
image”—a sound world outside of consciousness, rather 
than a sound world fully endowed with consciousness, 
where a listener is not directed by my own subjective de-
sire for expression but is required to rethink subjectivity 
and expression within a larger domain of possible sounds.

What the lyrical domain of music opens to is what John 
Cage would refer to as “anarchic harmony” where sound 
is freed from a human intentionality and reaches into the 
artlessness of nature, not nature as socio-historically me-
diated nature, but closer to what Quentin Meillassoux calls 
“the great outdoors.”45 The sudden allusion to musical ma-
terials from other time periods impose shifts of scale that 
immediately disrupt any sense of personal, unmediated 
perception. They make a subject-position for listeners to 
orient themselves insecure and incomplete, thus providing 
a challenge to the humanist paradigm. The sound world 
that my music evokes manifests from the contingencies 
that appear when one reverse transcribes many layers of 
musical sources with sound’s materiality into a dense and 
rhythmically unstable Strukturklang. Through reverse 
transcriptions, connected roots among sounds begin to 
develop their own internal agency and activity, and sep-
arate themselves from my expressive intentionality as a 
composer. Noise in my music is then not merely disruption 
of signal or material resistance toward lyrical intent (as in 

the music of Lachenmann) but quite possibly those inter-
ferences that lie outside the reach of humanity because 
they are the result of material and cultural forces passing 
through many stratified layers of accumulated earth.

My music engages with a “lyric of the Anthropocene” that 
sensitizes a listener to become more mindful of our his-
tory, environment and the organic connection of music 
to the world and to nature. As Straub has noted, “We have 
something concrete beneath our feet, the earth, and we 
must have the ability to enjoy the earth, so as to be in a 
position to protect it.” And in the same context: A film “has 
to do with geology. [...] Geology is the study of that which is 
not visible, or barely so; that which is underneath.”46 Music 
composition should understand its corruptions as well, not 
by avoiding expression but by fully understanding music’s 
relation to language, to speech and to song in order to de-
construct the rhetorical tropes that are so prevalent in the 
culture of today’s “new music” that is still dominated by 
Romantic sensibilities. Music also must become a defense 
of the earth, as we cannot afford another alternative.

46 
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