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Don’t touch me, you don’t know
where I’ve been
A performance, installation and publication

Alwynne Pritchard

Introduction
Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been began as a discourse between
composer-performer, musicians, technician and technical rig, audience and acoustic and
architectural space. From this evolved an installation and now a publication in which
additional techniques such as the use of collage, drawings and text are used to explore
some of the same questions and encourage similar imaginative leaps as the original.
The question at the centre of the original work was “how to begin?”; through exploring
possible means of interaction between all components in the drama - from a piece of
technical equipment to a flesh-and-blood musician - new bases from which a work might
develop were established. Until, that is, they were overridden, interrupted, arrested or
abandoned.
Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been started life as a 35-minute
performance for composer/vocalist/speaker/conductor, flute/piccolo/alto, ensemble
(piano, clarinet/bass clarinet, guitar and percussion) and live and pre-recorded
electronics. These were diffused through: 58 small loudspeakers placed underneath the
audience’s chairs; a pillar of loudspeakers by the entrance to the left of the auditorium;
12 loudspeakers forming a footpath through the auditorium from the pillar to the stage;
and 7 PA loudspeakers, 6 placed around the auditorium and one at the back of the stage.
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For this performance, I also considered the auditorium itself, the stage lighting rig and
additional lights rigged within the auditorium as additional ‘characters’ in the drama.
The performance version of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been draws on
all the participating musicians’ expertise as improvisers, with the notation covering a
spectrum from general written instructions to conventional musical notation. The piece
was developed in collaboration with the flautist Bjørnar Habbestad, members of the
ensemble asamisimasa1 and the programmer Thorolf Thuestad. The electronics were
developed at BEK2 (Bergen Centre for Electronic Arts) using Jamoma3 software, with a
24-channel amplifier built specifically for the project by Roar Sletteland. The work was
premiered at Bergen’s Borealis4 festival on March 1st 2008 at Logen, the venue for which
the piece was specifically created.

1
http://www.asamisimasa.com
2
http://www.bek.no
3
http://jamoma.org/papers.html
Trond Lossius, director of BEK and one of Jamoma’s key developers was instrumental in the practical and
creative evolution of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been.
4
http://borealisfestival.no
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Logen exterior

Logen interior
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The performance version of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been was
commissioned by BEK with funds from Norsk Kulturråd (Arts Council Norway) and Kunst
og Ny Teknologi (Art and New Technology) and the title was given by Roar Sletteland as
part of the commissioning process. I have never before created a piece to a title, which
normally comes to me as I am writing or when a project is complete. This was also the
first time someone else had imposed a title on me, and I was surprised at the impact
this change in the normal course of events had on the piece. The title, being something
I could never quite pin down, became like a hot potato, juggled from one stage of
the creative process to the next and stimulating me to attempt a discourse between
elements within the piece that I would normally have taken for granted as being outside
the realms of my ‘music’.
The performance version of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been attempts
to establish means of communication between several different performance elements,
that I define as ‘characters’ within the many scenes - or situations - that make up the
drama. These include:
1. The musicians as both interpreters of musical notation as written by the composer
and as improvisers, sometimes with direct control of the electronics.
2. The composer as vocalist, speaker and conductor, articulating the problem of her
integration into the performance.
3. The audience as performers, with direct control of stage lighting at a fixed point in
the performance.
4. The auditorium itself, with:
• A feedback loop generating the resonant frequencies of Logen to form part of
the musical harmony.
• The sound of the stage lighting rig being raised to form part of the musical
harmony.
• The exit of the vocalist from the auditorium, movement though the building and
reading of text from the bar area.
• The sound of the musicians articulating the stage area by ‘rumbling’ their feet
with a fast stamping movement.
5. Electronic sound diffusion, with 7 large surround-sound and 80 small
loudspeakers extending underneath the audience as well as up and out of the room
around one pillar in the auditorium, transforming the room into a sound ‘vessel’ in
which the audience is transported through the drama.
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6. Self-reflective texts that make a direct inquiry into the performance itself and the
roles played by the performers, audience and auditorium.
7. ‘Extra-musical’ elements such as the sound of fireworks, the use of a metronome,
and disembodied footsteps.
However, six months after the premiere performance of the piece at Logen, I was asked
to make an installation version for Bergen’s B-Open weekend, which would be taking
place in a single, small room at BEK.

Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been, installation version at BEK
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Without musicians present, the central drama between composer and performer was
reduced to two texts5, in which the composer addresses the question of her integration
into the performance. These texts appear in both the performance and installation
versions of the work, read live by the composer in the former and triggered as a
pre-recorded audio file by the installation visitor in the latter. Confined to presenting
a limited number of situations from the original performance piece6, the installation
version places the visitor at the centre of the piece, as they are encouraged to:
1. Take on the role of the flautist, moving through the installation via a clearly
marked loudspeaker footpath, controlling the pitch, amplitude and sound diffusion
with their voices as they move.

Loudspeaker footpath

2. Take on the role of the composer/vocalist, as they trigger the feedback loop with
the words ‘If I speak these few words, Logen, will you sing?’.
3. Take on the role of the audience as they stamp their feet or rap their knuckles on
the podium in order gradually to illuminate their own sound-controlled spotlight.

5
6

‘Text 1’, Situation 9, see page 18 and ‘Letter to my audience’, Situation 11, see page 18 and 19.
Situations 2, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11.
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Installation at BEK, Bergen: a visitor brings up the spot light, as Thorolf Thuestad looks on

What then of this publication? It is a very difficult task to present a piece of research
that took place through the use of sound, when written words and photographs are the
only media for ideas. However, as I have begun to put this text together, it has become
increasingly clear to me that this is not simply a presentation of the original works, but
does, in fact, have the potential to be a form of creative research and expression in itself.
For this reason, although I intend now to outline for you the events - or situations - that
take place in the performance version of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve
been, I am going to approach the assembling and presentation of this text in the same
way that the original piece approached the questions of composition and performance.
In other words, you, the reader, are now the central character in this drama. But
whereas the performance of the original work unfolded through a negotiation of sound
and space (as experienced by composer, performers and audience) at Logen, you will
have words, pictures and imagined scenarios and sounds with which to move through
the following pages. By taking this approach to putting this publication together, I also
find myself looking for ways to express sound, performance and staging that go beyond
the media I usually have to hand. A recording of the feedback process in situations 6
and 7 might be replaced by a visual representation of the process using text only; or a
series of sounds act as the springboard for an illustration by my colleague, the London-
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based visual artist Claire Zakiewicz7. For the purpose of this publication, then, both the
performance and installation versions of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve
been, act as the impetus for a playful and I hope stimulating visual (and sometimes
virtual) exploration and expression of ideas. So what actually takes place in Don’t touch
me, you don’t know where I’ve been?

Description
The piece is divided into twenty-three situations, each defining a different set of
circumstances that need to be resolved or transformed before the drama can
continue. The first situation begins even before the piece itself has started.
Already, the idea of a piece of music as a self-contained whole is undermined.
Situation 1
As the audience enters, the flautist, positioned in the auditorium, attempts to imitate
vocal sounds made by the composer, as they are diffused quickly about the room.
Thorolf Thuestad, operating the electronics, is already at his position in the middle of the
auditorium, facing the stage. The composer waits backstage and the other musicians
wait at either side of the auditorium.
Situation 2
Once the audience is seated, the flautist begins
to move slowly through the audience, via the
exposed loudspeaker ‘footpath’ on the floor. Rather
than simply imitate the fractured sound of the
composer’s voice, the flautist begins to discover
that he can control it, adjusting the pitch up or
down depending on how loudly or quietly he plays.
Situation 3
The flautist reaches the front stage apron and
takes his place on stage for the first time. His low,
flutter-tongue flute sounds imitate the fluttering of
his expectant heart.

Bjørnar Habbestad provides his own lighting
Photograph by Svenn Sivertssen

7

http://www.clairezakiewicz.com
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Situation 4
The composer’s entrance is announced with due ceremony:
SHEILAGH TOKE - Composer? - is greeted by her audience

El “Hate Show” - a cue.
Elate! How’s Oak? … You!
She’ll eat toe! Cueeeew! - Who?!
Sheilagh Toke! - Yoo-hoo!8

8

Rrose Sélavy. Man Ray 1921; L.H.O.O.Q. or Mona Lisa, Marcel Duchamp, 1919.

14

Situation 5
The composer announces her arrival with the words ‘Don’t touch me, you don’t know
where I’ve been! True or false?’ She then calls to the pianist and clarinetist waiting at the
side of the auditorium ‘Ellen, Rolf, let’s make some space for you on the stage!’
Situations 6 and 7
Trio: The composer as speaker, Logen feedback loop with ensemble, and lighting rig with
piano.

THE
COMPOSER
TAKES
AN
UN-LIT
POSITION
TOWARDS
THE
MIDDLE
OF
THE
AUDITORIUM
AND
STANDING
DIRECTLY
BENEATH
A
MICROPHONE

ASKS THE QUESTION:

IF I SPEAK THESE FEW WORDS

LOGEN WILL YOU SING?
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As with Alvin Lucier’s well-known piece I am sitting in a Room9 , the composer’s words
are recorded live and immediately played back into the auditorium. This playback is
once again recorded and the process is repeated several times. This is what creates
the Logen feedback loop. With each recording, the sound of the composer’s voice
deteriorates, as the resonant frequencies of the room are emphasised.10

9

1970. The full text used by the composer in the piece is:
“I am sitting in a room different from the one you are in now. I am recording the sound of my speaking
voice and I am going to play it back into the room again and again until the resonant frequencies of the
room reinforce themselves so that any semblance of my speech, with perhaps the exception of rhythm,
is destroyed. What you will hear, then, are the natural resonant frequencies of the room articulated by
speech. I regard this activity not so much as a demonstration of a physical fact, but more as a way to
smooth out any irregularities my speech might have.”

A recording of the work is available from Lovely Music Ltd: http://www.lovely.com/titles/cd1013.html. The
Ubuweb resource on Lucier is also a useful source of information: http://www.ubu.com/sound/lucier.html.
10
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Image by Claire Zakiewicz

This auditorium ‘solo’ is alternated with the sound of the lighting rig gradually being
raised. Beginning the piece only about a metre and a half above the stage, the rig needs
to be raised in order to allow the musicians to take their place fully on-stage. At the
indication of the composer, the rig is raised bit by bit, ‘singing’ - i.e. squeaking - as it
goes. As it does so, the pianist begins to pick out the frequencies - the notes - produced
by the rig, in turn creating her harmonic material for the following section. The third
element in this trio section is the ensemble, freely improvising but gradually being
drawn towards the frequencies of the feedback loop - i.e. the resonant frequencies of the
room. This section ends with the rig fully raised and the pianist and ensemble gradually
settling on a single chord, which is slowly repeated.
Situation 8
The composer exits via a spiral staircase at the end of the room and appears to have
abandoned the performance.
However, the head microphone she wears clearly broadcasts the sound of her moving
backstage, descending stairs and walking through the bar, before she is heard reading
the following text from somewhere outside the auditorium:
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Situation 9
Text 1
What in fact does it mean, “don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been”? That
is surely the more pressing question! How do I approach words that are rejecting me
from the very start? A sentence that seems even to despise, if not wholly reject itself?
And if I do find a way to make these words, this music, my own, will it be only as a
disembodied voice? My own interruption? A means of awakening latent song in solid,
dead materials? What then of the musicians, living and breathing? Might I also have a
place with them?
Situation 10
The sound of metal rattling leads the composer into the room via the loudspeaker
‘footpath’, traveling from the entrance to the un-lit position towards the middle of the
auditorium.
From this position the composer reads the following text. At this point her un-lit red and
blue spotlights are sound-controlled, with a fairly high trigger threshold set, so as not to
be activated by the spoken voice.
Situation 11
Text 2
Letter to my audience:
Dear Audience,
We have reached a critical moment in this performance. My greatest concern at this
point in time is to embody myself - strange though that may sound. Light, of which
I have little, as you can see, is where I intend to start. As this event is categorised
officially as a concert, I think sound is the most appropriate tool we have for making
the light I need. Originally, I had intended to do this with a homemade rattle device
[pause for rattle sound, which you indicate at grid 14], which now lies abandoned in my
apartment. It is a thing of beauty, but it does not belong here this evening. My problem
of integration is at least a shared one! Instead, I am turning to you. Not for the all-toofrequently used gimmick of audience participation, but instead with a formal request for
your assistance. I will spare you the discomfort of trying and failing to step outside the
formality of my position and ask you, rather, to join me officially - and only very briefly as performers in this drama. When I raise my arms - like this - scooping sound from you
- I request that you begin gently stamping your feet - so - and as I raise my arms further,
your movement will become faster and your sound louder. As I lower it, the process will
be reversed, until all that can be heard is a quiet pattering accompanying my speech.
[Conduct lights up to full]
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Wonderful! Thank you!
[Turn to the musicians]
Jackets on, ladies and gentlemen! Let the music begin!
Situations 12 and 13
The composer takes up her baton and conducts The Piece within the Piece - the only
fully notated music in the drama.

Image with flying pig by Claire Zakiewicz

Situation 14
The Piece within the Piece gets stuck, arriving at a 3-bar loop from which it cannot
extricate itself. The clarinetist responds by finding a metronome and placing it at the
front of the stage. This causes the music gradually to slow down and fall apart. Only the
composer as conductor still attempts to keep time.
Situation 15
The flautist takes it upon himself to play an amplified piccolo solo, causing the other
musicians gradually to stop. As soon as the piccolo begins, the composer removes the
metronome, finds a microphone, takes up a position directly next to the flautist and
begins to attempt an exact imitation, in rhythmic unison, of his very fast piccolo solo.
The two should sound as one.
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Situation 16
The sound engineer and electronics operator begins live sampling of the piccolo and
voice, eventually taking up a rumble pad games controller for remote operation and
begins to move towards the stage.
Situation 17
As the electronics operator arrives at the stage, the piccolo and voice stop abruptly,
giving the electronics centre stage as the operator turns to face the audience and
perform a solo using a wireless game controller to process the piccolo and voice
sampled material.

Game controller used by Thorolf Thuestad

Situations 18 and 19
The silent, on-stage performers begin a fast, quiet stamping of their feet to create a
rumbling effect which gradually silences the electronics and sends the operator back to
his position where he begins to sample the foot rumbling effect which is panned slowly
from the front to the back of the auditorium, like water in a rocking vessel.

20

Situation 20
Now begin creaking effects from all on-stage instruments, as the velocity of the
electronics, panned from the front to the back of the auditorium, is increased. This
simulates a storm in which we hear the sinking of a ship.
Situations 21 and 22
Using the single on-stage loudspeaker, the sound of disembodied footsteps is heard
walking firmly from behind and across the stage, where they appear to halt briefly before
exiting the auditorium via the loudspeaker ‘footpath’ that weaves through the audience
and finally disappears up the column of loudspeakers by the exit at the left of the
auditorium. The composer follows, leaving by the door at the loudspeaker column.
Situation 23
As the ensemble continues to play, the electronics operator turns off all amplification,
indicates for the stage lights to be dimmed to black and exits the auditorium, leaving the
ensemble playing in complete darkness and gradually fading to silence, one by one.
The piece ends at this point.11

11

Thorolf Thuestad suggested to me that I include here a further suggestion: why not make a miniature model
of the set of Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been, with a fully operating, miniature technical rig and
all interactive capabilities?
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Conclusion
The questions this work raised for me were those relating to how the components of
a performance are defined, and the consequent impact these definitions have on the
possibilities for establishing new relationships between the performance and the ‘real’
worlds. In other words, how could I instigate a means of communication between the
spatial, temporal and ritual elements of a performance, and what creative possibilities
would result for all involved? What happens if I attempt to establish a correlation
between a piece of technical equipment (e.g. a stage lighting rig) and pianist, or
between spoken text, the audience and stage lighting? What questions have to be
raised or paradigms established if these relationships are to be experienced as pertinent
to the performance and what impact might they have on how we experience art in our
lives?
Don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been is an open study, a process of research
in which the concert audience, installation visitor and reader actively participate. The
questions posed by the work, as it attempts to discover how and with what means it
might begin, enable it to progress; as questions are answered, problems resolved, or
alternative solutions found, so a new section begins. The form of the work is generated
by the problems posed at its very beginning - by the ambiguity of the title. Don’t touch
me, you don’t know where I’ve been attempts to question what, if any, are the dividing
lines between art and research, without providing a single, definitive answer over and
above its success as an artistic endeavor. By continually asking the question, ‘how do
I begin?’, the work has generated the motivation to progress, without ever ultimately
defining itself within a particular medium. If you don’t know where it’s been, can you
ever really know what it is?
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Commissioning a Piece of Music
Remarks on Alwynne Pritchard’s Don’t touch me, you don’t know
where I’ve been (performance version)

Roar Sletteland
“He chose ‘I chose it’, yes”
- Marcel Duchamp

Commissions are the dreariest of things. We tend to think of music as something made
by a single and singular person, the composer, who writes instructions on a piece of
paper that musicians transform into sounds for the audience to enjoy. The identity of
the piece is given by its title and the composer’s name; its substance lies in what the
composer intended it to be. A happy set of relations, with the composer on top, being
the piece’s prime mover, obeying nothing other than her own will, letting her own
talent and creativity come through, pure and unhindered. Even if interpretive freedom
is given to parts of the chain, like the conductor or the soloist, it is within limits set
by the composer. The musicians are errand-boys, delivering a readymade, someone
else’s work. The audience, at the end of the chain, is a mere receptacle, rendering the
composer the sole autonomous figure in this assemblage, the one who guarantees the
piece’s coherence, shielding it, as it were, from the external world.
A commissioned piece is something else. Right at the outset, even before the creative
act has begun, heteronomy is introduced into the composition: restrictions forced upon
the composer from the outside in terms of instrumentation, duration, and of course the
question of money. The piece is assigned a value based on the amount of labour the
composer is believed to invest in it. The composer, once a sovereign figure, is reduced
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to a simple employee, fulfilling certain obligations, delivering a product whose identity
others have specified, receiving her fee after the job is done. Ultimately, the very serious
decision of whether the piece is going to exist or not is made by the commissioner,
not the composer. The piece, then, expresses not so much the composer’s ideas or
aesthetics as her will to bow, her ability to comply with the pressures of the society
around her.
Of course, the situation is more complicated in real life. The image of the self-sufficient,
isolated genius is a romantic myth, and a bad one at that. At least since the early
20th century, the network of relations between work, composer, musicians, audience
and society has been a pressing issue in music, and dealt with in theory as well as in
composition. The control – and hence, responsibility for the resulting work – has been
shifted in varying degrees to the musicians, allowing for improvisation and interpretation
– even to the audience, as works by John Cage and Fluxus artists testify. And, on the
other hand, the idea of the composer as separated from ordinary life and economy is
increasingly harder to maintain in our tired but all-embracing form of capitalism. As any
cultural worker knows, the major part of the work consists in securing funds for projects,
often in such a way that the actual realising of one project is disturbed by planning the
next, following the rhythm of application deadlines. Composing and performing has
become a luxury, a sort of holiday between the stretches of project management, that
is no different from managing any other enterprise. This specific relationship between
composer and society, that is, the power of the (public or private) sponsors and the
corresponding submission of the creative worker, is not to be tampered with
– if any treatment of this issue is at all allowed, this has to be in the form of comment or
discrete, humorous subversion.

Money Talks
The first piece I commissioned from Alwynne Pritchard was all about money. I had for
some time been pondering the correlation between a work and its financial basis, first
from a practical point of view (organising concerts, commissioning pieces, finding the
correct fee) and after a while from a more conceptual angle. I wanted to find the limit,
or threshold, where it stops (or starts) making sense to call something a work, in both
musical and economic terms. So I asked for a piece that was one second long, written
for a full orchestra, for the lowest possible fee, i.e. one British pence. This would by
definition create a conflict inside the work – between the assigned value of the work
(1p) and value of the work required to compose it, between composition and composing
so to speak: the fee would represent the duration of the piece, but not the time of the
composer in her studio, and definitely not the full assembly of a symphony orchestra.
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The commission was also a silent nod to the 1989 single You Suffer by British grindcore
band Napalm Death, also one second long, which is registered as the shortest single
ever released. It seemed appropriate to reference this branch of popular culture,
being both more explicitly commercial and politically outspoken than composed music
tends to be – and also with a highly economical approach to the music, as the song
demonstrates. I didn’t tell anyone about this reference, though.
We signed a contract one October evening at Landmark, Bergen, incidentally written on
the reverse side of a shopping list. In a way the project was a joke, but a serious one (as
art often is), that Alwynne treated with the utmost rigour, composing a piece that was
highly economical in itself, putting as much music as possible into the short time span,
stretching the perceived duration by splitting it up and inserting the parts onto the other
pieces of the programme. The finished piece consisted of two half-second parts and was
performed by the Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra at the Borealis festival in March 2006.
Perhaps aptly, Alwynne failed to comply with one clause in the contract. It stated that
the title was “to be agreed upon.” Instead she invented her own title, World Enough,
taken from the poem To His Coy Mistress by British 17th century metaphysical poet
Andrew Marvell.
Following up on the theme of disobedience, the next commission would have only two
demands, that of duration and title. The duration was not a big issue – I just wanted
to avoid the boring average-ness of ten-minute compositions – but the title was. We
easily agreed on 30 minutes. Musicians were chosen by Alwynne herself – the ensemble
asamisamasa with flautist Bjørnar Habbestad, pianist Ellen Ugelvik, and Thorolf
Thuestad on live electronics, herself reciting – as was the piece’s overall theme and
structure. The project as a whole would fit quite nicely into Alwynne’s preoccupation
with the relationship between written music and improvisation – being a composer and
a singer in several improvising groups, the method of laying out a (written) framework
for an otherwise improvised performance would come across as quite familiar. But the
title would stand out from her oeuvre, at best only obliquely in sync with the other titles,
which usually are short, suggestive and single-worded: Decoy, Homecoming, Graffiti, Der
Zwerg, Zero, In Nomine. These titles are nouns or at least expressions, carrying content
that gives a hint of what the music is about or how it should be perceived. Proper names
guaranteeing the pieces’ coherence, singling them out and providing them with a unique
identity.
What, then, does this long sentence, “don’t touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been”
mean? Nothing. It has meaning, of course; the individual words are no challenge at
all and the sentence is in fact easier to grasp than the somewhat enigmatic titles of
Alwynne’s other pieces. But it doesn’t refer to anything in particular. No thing or entity is
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described, named or denoted by those words – one might say that the sentence doesn’t
even point to the piece of music whose title it is supposed to be. Rather, it stretches
outwards, towards someone on the outside who must not touch and doesn’t know: the
listener or reader maybe, instructed, warned, bullied. The title is a command, given in
the imperative, hostile in tone, subjecting this other person to a speaker who is also
debasing him- or herself, and at the same time introducing a distance between the two.
Who are these people? Who is the ‘I’ saying “don’t touch me” and who is being
commanded in such an impertinent manner? Naturally, grasping an entity that explicitly
prohibits being touched is anything but straightforward, so it is no surprise that these
figures are ambiguous. First: who is at the receiving end? One obvious candidate is the
audience, reading the title in the programme, listening in the concert hall, representing
the end point in the communication chain. It could also be the musicians, who are
the ones actually reading the score where the title is found, the ones in a submissive
position, following the composer’s instructions. And then it could be a message to
the composer from the commissioner, who invented the title. Being the commissioner
and unaware of such a message, I assume that it is not the case. But this is not for the
composer to know.

Vocal Matters
Who, then, is speaking? I, the first person singular – this could perhaps be the piece
itself: after all, the sentence is the title of the piece. But a piece of music doesn’t usually
speak its own name; rather the title is the means of speaking about the piece. When I
pronounce the title, I speak of the piece; it is the object of my speech. The piece itself
doesn’t speak. Still, the piece could very well be saying exactly these words. Isn’t,
after all, music the most intangible of all the art forms, composed solely of variations in
air pressure, disappearing as soon as the last note has been struck, leaving only impressions in memory? True, we can’t touch music. We don’t know where it has been prior
to its performance. The title would then be stating the obvious, that it is untouchable,
telling the listener to do something that he/she would do anyway, forced by the very
nature of music. A modernist approach in the Greenbergian sense, maybe, where art is
defined as a thing striving towards its own essence, that which defines it as painting,
music or literature, and eventually articulating only the affirmation of itself: I am music.
But then again, a title doesn’t refer to the music as it unfolds in real time, but something
else, a much more stable entity, although also more complex and evasive. When I speak
of 4’33”, Yesterday or Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, I don’t mean this or that performance
or recording, I mean the work itself, which is one and the same thing even if there are
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several performances, even when the performances sound different. Maybe the work
isn’t fulfilled until it is performed, but it is identified by – i.e. it receives its identity
from – other, rather ambiguous components: the title, the composer, the score and
so on. These are not essential by themselves, but appear in varying degrees and
combinations. The work can have more than one title or a title similar to other works;
it can be anonymous or have more than one originator; it can be distributed through
recordings or copied by ear (like folk music) without a written score. Still, the work is
fairly easy to identify, in the sense that most of the time we know what we’re talking
about when we name a certain piece of music. So, what if the ‘I’ of the title is the piece,
not understood as a sequence of sounds, but as a work defined in this way? Don’t
touch… does have a score and a composer, making this interpretation quite reasonable.
The title could then be a message to the audience: this is not your everyday piece of
music; it cannot be treated like any other composition. Never mind the score or what
you have learned about the composer, focus instead on what is actually going on during
the performance: the music is nothing other than what you hear in this room, at this
moment. There will never again be a piece like this. Moving away from the traditional
composer-musician-audience relationship, this attitude does away with the comfort of
the finished work, putting the composer, the musicians and the audience on an equal
level, all of them subject to an unknown future. A likely explanation, since the double
role of composer and improvising singer makes these issues a persistent concern for
Alwynne. As a matter of fact, most of the music in the piece is improvised, with the
musicians responding not to written notes, but to events during the performance. The
score contains instructions about where, when, and with whom to play, but not what to
play. In this way, the composer would place herself in a Cageian tradition, letting the
sounds speak for themselves, liberating them from human control – at least from the
composer’s control. Taken as a cue to the musicians, the title deals, in a paradoxical
way, with the limits of the traditional command structure. Aggressive in tone it invokes
the authority of the composer, but its subject matter suggests a more humble approach.
On the one hand it tells the musicians to keep their distance from the ‘work’, to liberate
themselves from the written notes and remain open to the moment; in order to truly
improvise they must react only to real time, real events, not to this dead piece of paper.
On the other hand the title will remind the musicians of the piece’s shameful origins.
You don’t know where it has been, and you don’t want to know. Beautiful things come
up from the dirt and you should focus on the beauty rather than pry into what is none
of your business. Pudenda origo. The title has the air of a mother telling off her child
who has found a cat by the side of the road, where the good-looking appearance is a
potential danger, concealing the animal’s alien and threatening nature. Except that the
‘I’ would be replaced by an ‘it’.
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A Face In The Crowd
The first person could also be the composer. But of course she is the first person,
standing alone at the beginning, composing the piece, deciding how it is going to unfold.
She is the piece’s origin. She is also the one expressing herself, so obviously the title
is her expression. The composer is the one in command; hence she is the one with
the power to tell people what to do and what not to do. And there she is, Ms Pritchard
herself, standing in the crowd, beginning the performance with the very words: “Don’t
touch me, you don’t know where I’ve been,” adding, as a sort of afterthought, “True
or false?” No, not at the very beginning. Before that Bjørnar has walked though the
room playing his flute, and before that, welcoming the audience as they enter the room,
whispering and chirping sounds from a large amount of loudspeakers spread out among
the seats, delicately imposing themselves on the audience. It is her voice all right,
jumbled and distorted, spliced into many pieces, unrecognisable. No we don’t know
where she has been, we don’t even know that it is her. The piece begins with her voice,
which is there even before the audience arrives. This voice is not a commanding one,
it is not even significant, it is sound, the human voice reduced to its bare essentials,
gradually developing into something similar to song. In the beginning, the composer is
already renouncing her command, gently bringing the piece into play. But before that,
the commissioner, silent and faceless, making almost no choices, has done more or
less the same thing, loosely pointing out a direction in which the piece may or may not
evolve. And we could add the musicians, who were already there before the commission
was made, with their particular skills and interests, setting limits to the instrumentation,
defining certain modes of interpretation. And then the whole tradition of music pops up,
deciding in advance what it means to be a composer, or a performer, or audience, how a
piece of music should be conceived and made, what particular issues a composer should
be preoccupied with, what the roles of the various people involved in music are and how
they relate to each other. The weight of tradition is heavy, making it almost impossible
to express something that hasn’t been expressed a thousand times before. The problem
of beginning is one of infinite regress. No wonder that the composer declares herself
untouchable – it is an expression of freedom.
True or false? Such a simple question, a simple dichotomy, should be easy enough to
answer. But referring to this title, it has no answer. First, because a title in general is
not a proposition; it is a name, no more true or false than ‘Alwynne’ or ‘asamisamasa’. It
might, however, succeed or fail to correspond to a state of affairs, a matter of existence
rather than truth. The question should then read: what does the name ‘don’t touch
me, you don’t know where I’ve been’ designate? Does it represent something in reality?
Well, it obviously designates a certain piece of music, but uttered at the beginning of the
piece, it remains to be seen (or heard) if it really fulfils the task; and uttered as a part
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of the piece, it has the same fictitious character as the piece has. Second, because this
specific title, even though it is a whole sentence, is not a proposition. We lack criteria
for judging it true or false, as it doesn’t present a state of affairs that it should be about.
The question of truth is misleading. Rather, this confusion of names and propositions
resembles the twisted logic of Lewis Carroll. “What in fact does it mean ‘don’t touch
me, you don’t know where I’ve been’?” asks Alwynne, addressing the audience. “Must
a name mean anything?” asks Alice. “Of course it must” is Humpty Dumpty’s reply,
“With a name like yours, you might be any shape, almost”. Alwynne’s problem is the
same as Alice’s: retaining the proper name and personal identity. The shape of the
composition and the place of the composer. A double fracture has occurred in the work’s
surroundings: between name and work and between composer and work. Like Alice, the
composer is both subject and object of the narrative, the target of uncontrollable, dreamlike events and the one though which the events are narrated. Like Alice, she has lost
control of the events and is struggling to re-establish it. Like with Alice, loss of control
implies loss of identity. For if the events that make up the piece are out of control, how
can she claim it as her own, and how can she then claim the title of composer? And
when the name has such an uncertain connection with its referent, its creator, and its
referent’s creator, how is it possible to even get started? “How do I approach words that
are rejecting me from the very start?” she asks. “A sentence that seems even to despise,
if not wholly reject itself?” Rejection and contempt are rather unusual attitudes for a
piece to hold against its creator. Normally, it would stay silent and do its work.

Stand-in
The piece doesn’t seem to obey the rules of the game. When the composer has finished
her work, i.e. completed the score, she is supposed to stand back and be silent. The
sound of music implies the silence of the composer. There is no need for her presence,
as she is duly represented through a series of substitutions. First, the score takes her
place, stating her wishes. Then, the score is replaced by the musicians, deciphering
dots and bars, turning them into sound with well-trained hands, control of instruments,
reading abilities. As far as the audience is concerned the music is nothing but sound,
taking the place of the performers, who disappear behind the music. When the music
stops, the audience applauds, audibly marking the transition between pieces, and
ultimately the end of the concert. For every step, the previous one is effaced; as soon as
one comes to the foreground, the other retreats into the darkness. This is the place of
the composer: residing at the origin, comprising the hidden and silent power behind the
music.
Of course, one might say, this is the whole point of representation: when a represen-

31

tation is present, the thing represented is absent. When I say “chariot”, a chariot doesn’t
pass across my lips. It is a sign, invoking the idea of the chariot, having its own mode
of existence. In that sense, the work doesn’t need to appear side by side with the
composer. It is, in Hegelian terms, the mind’s embodiment or projection into the real
world, going beyond the composer’s corporeal existence. We don’t expect to see her in
the piece. But here, she is all around. The composer finds herself inside the work, not
at some obscure and metaphysical origin, but present in a most physical way, running
around among audience and musicians, demanding everyone’s attention. Why is that? It
seems that the authority guaranteed by a score is lost, and she is working hard to regain
control of the piece. “My greatest concern,” she states in her letter to the audience, “is
to embody myself – strange though that may sound.” So, instead of letting the piece
unfold in accord with a readymade plan, she has to supervise the process in real time,
step by step. This makes her position in the piece truly awkward, at the same time at its
border, looking over it and trying to put it together, and inside it, as part of the events
that constitute it.
Indeed, her roles in the piece are numerous, doing everything except writing notes:
singing, reciting, talking to the audience and the musicians, talking to the room,
conducting the musicians. In a way, she situates herself among the musicians, receiving
the same type of attention as they do. She sings and speaks, but her voice is also
disembodied at times. The first time we encounter her voice it is chopped up and
distributed across the performance space, devoid of any meaning. Later she addresses
the space with these words: “If I speak these few words, Logen, will you sing?” – and the
voice is recorded, played back and the playback is recorded from the room repeatedly, in
the same way as Alvin Lucier’s seminal I am sitting in a room. In the end, all we hear are
the resonant frequencies of the space, with only the rhythm left of her indecipherable
speech. And when she finally sings in a regular way, the music is not her own – instead,
she copies Bjørnar’s flute as accurately as possible. Most of the sounds in the piece
don’t originate in her instructions, but come from all over the place; from the acoustics
of the room, from the squeaking of the ascending light rig, providing Ellen with a “score”
to play from, from the audience stamping their feet, from the 90 or so loudspeakers on
the floor and surrounding the audience.
Even though the event is “categorised officially as a concert” (as Alwynne puts it in her
letter), it doesn’t have the orientation of a concert, with the audience sitting quietly in
one end, the musicians playing on stage, visually and aurally in the centre of everyone’s
attention, and the composer lurking in some unfathomable background. The musicians
are not (always) on stage, and they don’t play a lot. They move around in the room. The
composer is a reciter, a toastmaster, a singer and a conductor, but maybe more precisely
described as an actor playing these parts, including the part of ‘the composer’. She is
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the main character of the piece, although it is rather difficult to pinpoint exactly what
character this is. The first person in the piece is as ambiguous as in the title, leaving the
composer either too close (that is, inside it) or too distant (trying to control it), switching
between these two mutually excluding positions.
The piece is about beginning. Or rather, it is about beginnings. It never ceases to
attempt to commence. Alwynne’s last words, pronounced about halfway into the
performance, are “Ladies and gentlemen, jackets on. Let the music begin!” And then
it begins, although it already has begun. One is reminded of the irony, or ironism, of
Marcel Duchamp, who defined genius as L’impossibilité du fer, translated either as the
impossibility of making (faire) or the impossibility of the iron (fer). His hairpiece Peigne,
an iron comb, is the only readymade that actually obeyed his own specifications for
readymades – i.e. inscribed with date, hour and minute (Feb. 17 1916 11 AM). ‘Peigne’
means comb, but is also a verb, the subjunctive mode of peindre, to paint, in the first and
third person. The comb would thus express the (thwarted) desire or ambition to make
art, or perhaps the willingness to let others make art, maybe appearing in sentences
like: I should paint, if only I could paint, let her paint. Looking backwards, so to speak,
and not without melancholy, the physical object, already made, says what it cannot
do, by addressing a future both all too well-known and uncertain: never to become a
painting, it is still a work, and it is a work about making (a) painting, speaking about the
conditions of possibility of a work. For Duchamp the painter, the comb demonstrates
the impossibility of making art, the inability to put the first dot of paint upon the canvas.
For Alwynne the composer, this piece demonstrates the problem of writing the first note.
Where to begin?
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