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Abstract— In this paper it is discussed the composition process of 
a piece for video, ensemble and 8-ch acousmatic music, dedicated 
exclusively for the Distractfold ensemble. Exemplifying the 
process and the ideas that are involved in the composition of the 
piece and raising some questions that were present during the 
composition process, which have influenced the conceptual and 
formal structuration in this music. 
 
 keywords — composition process, improvisation, self-video 
recordings, relational aesthetics, verbal notation, theatrical  
elements.  
 
website with audiovisual examples: 
www.viniciusgiusti.wixsite.com/phdworkexamples 
password: 313131 
(On the website, audio examples are only available in binaural versions. 
Please, use a headphone to listen the 8ch spasialisation binaural simulation.) 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
t Brunel University London a workshop with the 
ensemble Distractfold has been a outstanding 

opportunity to experience in practice a vast combination of 
musical ideas. A group of highly skilled musicians present 
themselves for a collaborative work with different composers, 
playing and experimenting dedicated compositions for the 
event, which is a valuable moment for each composer 
involved in this annual activity. The workshop took part on 
10th May 2017 at the Brunel University London Campus. The 
musicians playing in the workshop were, Linda Jankowska – 
violin, Rocío Bolaños – clarinet/bass clarinet, Emma Richards 
– viola and Alice Purton – violoncello. Working with 
Distractfold, in this workshop, I had the chance to explore 
diverse activities that became an important step in the 
development of my Ph.D. research. Because that, in this paper 
I will discuss the most considerable points experienced in this 
composition process.  
 In a first place I will describe how it was the process to 
match the possibility to write a piece for the ensemble in 
coherence with my actual research plan. Secondly, the 
activities done by the musicians individually at home will be 
discussed, which are based in self-video recordings using 

 
Submitted on 21st June 2017. “This work was supported by CAPES 
foundation, Ministry of education of Brazil, Brasília – DF 70040-020, Brazil 
under Grant 99999.001240/2015-03”.  

A. Vinicius Giusti is PhD Applicant at the Department of Arts and 
Humanities, College of Business, Arts and Social Sciences, Brunel University 
London (e-mail: viniciusgiusti@yahoo.com) 

personal computers at home. Afterwards, it will be explained 
how it was the composition of the video part and the electronic 
sounds. Subsequently, the subject will be the performance 
score, the improvisation part and the theatrical elements 
include on it. In the end of the paper, it will be discussed the 
developments related to this piece, pointing the compositional 
ideas that will explored in the further pieces. 
 

II. DISTRACTFOLD WORKSHOP AT BRUNEL UNIVERSITY 
  

Annually, the ensemble is invited to do a workshop with 
current Ph.D. music composition candidates at Brunel. The 
candidates are invited to write a piece for a specific 
instrumentation with maximal duration of 10 min. In this year, 
I was invited to join the workshop with my colleagues. 
However, from the beginning of the project, when I got 
invited, I was not sure that it would be possible to compose a 
piece following my actual composition process, which is also 
a main topic in my research.  

 

A. My composition process  
 

In these last years, my composition process was divided in 
two phases: the creative/improvisation sessions and the 
composition/montage phase. In the first phase, the work is 
done in collaboration with each musician, in order to create a 
source of audiovisual material that will be used for compose 
the piece afterwards. In the second phase, the general form of 
the piece is composed, in which all the layers involved in the 
piece are structured in time: the video montage, the 
composition of fixed-electronic part, the instrumental part and 
the live-electronics. 

In general, the creative/improvisation sessions are consisted 
in meetings between me and the musicians, in which we 
improvise together using their instrumental and my live audio 
processing setup, developing sound and video material that are 
recorded in different formats. Fundamentally, the activities 
involved in this first phase are looking to document and 
explore the possibilities of the personal sound palette of each 
musician, interacting with my live audio processing setup. The 
recordings and the meeting experience are the base material 
for the second phase of the composition of the piece. 
 The creative/improvisation sessions are an essential part of 
my research, however to organise these meetings with 
Distractfold musicians it was out of question, because we had 
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no available time to perform it. Therefore, I should find a 
solution for the following question: How to interact with the 
musicians and create the sound material needed for compose 
the piece without meet them personally? The answer for this 
question was to developing the sound material working 
individually, using their free time and from different places. I 
took in account that all communication and data exchange 
should happens via Internet and all the technical needs should 
be within reach of their hands, in order to perform this 
creative/improvisation sessions. With these ideas in mind, I 
planned a first score, based on 5 activities that guided the 
musicians to perform 5 kinds of video registers, recording 
themselves in different situations using their home computers.  

 

III. THE ACTIVITIES 
 

Contemporarily to find practical possibilities for create in 
distance the sound material with them. I was interested in 
work in the piece with images from their desktop during a 
daily navigation on Internet, as well images from their 
webcam perspective during a daily musical practice. Rather, 
using their personal image as source elements for compose the 
audiovisual part of the piece. Presenting this element in 
diverse levels of contrast with their real personal image 
playing the piece on the stage.   

This intention also reveals one of the characteristics of my 
actual research composition work that is focus on embody the 
individuals and their human experience as a weighty element 
in the piece.  

The following description of the activities will give us a 
better clarification of this idea in a practical use. 
 In this first score, for the activities, one of my first concerns 
was to give accurate instructions for all the musicians in how 
to manage the video recorder software, in order to guarantee 
that the recordings could be used as material for the 
composition of the piece. After that I explained in detail, the 
activities step by step. John Lely and James Saunders, in the 
book Word Events, describe it as a Material Processes. 
 

” Material clause represent processes of doing-and-
happening, which bring about changes in the physical 
world.”…“There is always an outcome to a material process, 
and texts that describe material procedures are typically 
concerned with expressing how that outcome is achieved.” 
(Lely and Saunders 2012: 10). 

 
A worthy point to mention here is that this first score is a 

verbal notation in which we have a defined actor. The 
musician is the actor and each of them is directed to follow a 
procedure that will result in the creation of a video recording.  
 
Resuming the video-recording activities: 
 
Activity 10 - The musician are instructed to use her Facebook 
and recording your desktop and your webcam simultaneously. 
Additionally, they were encouraged to verbally comment their 
likes and dislikes.  If she didn’t have the Facebook, she should 
ask to Google (or their favorite web search machine): Why 

am I not using Facebook?. After that, the musicians should 
search: How to play … ? How do I … ? And read the 
instructions aloud if they find interesting situations or to watch 
the videos for at least 4 minutes.   
 
Activity #11 - A YouTube search, starting the searching for 
[your name + Distractfold] and then for another topic/idea that 
interested them. Opening diverse videos in different windows 
making them all play at the same time, before shutting them 
off suddenly. (Video recording their webcam and screen 
desktop.) 
 
Activity #12 – Record a video with your webcam with a small 
section of your daily instrumental practice. Studying with 
verbal comments any piece of their repertoire. Then in some 
moment the musician leave the instrument and play the piece 
only with the physical gestures on air. 
 
Activity #13 – The musician in this activity should act or 
simulate an imagined Skype conversation with your future 
self. Asking your “future you” if they are doing well, have 
worked hard enough, and made the right decisions about their 
life. 
 
Activity #14 – In this one they should sitting in silence and 
listen the environment with eyes close for around at least 3 
minutes without controlling the time and then improvising 
freely with their instrument, voice and breathing, pausing 
regularly.  
  
 The instructions about how to do it and these activities were 
propose to them in the first score. Because of our lack of time 
we had decided to perform only two activities per musicians 
plus the freely improvisation. The follow table demonstrates 
how the activities were assigned: 
 
	 Activity	

10	
Activity	

11	
Activity	

12	
Activity	

13	
Activity	

14	
Rocío	
Bolaños	

X	 	 X	 	 X	

Linda	
Jankowska	

	 X	 	 X	 X	

Alice	
Purton	

	 	 X	 X	 X	

Emma	
Richards	 X	 X	 	 	 X	

 
Table 01: Assigned activities per musician. 

 
 It is possible to watch the videos on youtube with the results 
of the activities following the next links in the footnote. The 
videos are entirely published without cuts on time. The 
activities of both musicians can be watched in parallel and are 
synchronized by a coincident moment between them. The 
parallel video montage was used as main materials for 
compose the video projection behind the musicians during the 
final version of the piece. Moreover the sounds from the video 
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recordings are the source sound for all the electronic part of 
the piece. 
 

 Act #10: https://youtu.be/dB7CWd06PmE 
  Act #11: https://youtu.be/HA2NFTLDWnA 

Act #12: https://youtu.be/F6xSyyfg3z8 
Act #13: https://youtu.be/f0nuf843jfs 
Act #14: https://youtu.be/owF6t6xfmJk 

IV. SECOND PHASE OF THE COMPOSITION PROCESS 
 

In this part of the composition work is where my 
composition work is more concentrate to form the 
development of the events on time. My main concern here was 
how to well construct the structure of the 3 main layers of the 
piece: the electronic part, the video projection behind the 
musicians and the live performance.   

 

A. The electronic part. 
 
Initially for compose the electronic part, I started to clean 

all the sound recordings from the video activities, in order to 
have sound files without the normal noisy recordings made 
using built-in computer microphones. I concentrate most of 
the sound work from the activity #14, in which all the 
musicians improvise freely. Separating all the sound events 
played by the musicians in small files and transforming, 
modifying, multiplying these sounds and composing a more 
complex and gestural sound events in the space. The 
composition of the electronic part is a result of my work with 
a diverse number of patches in Max/Msp, a work that I have 
been doing for at least several years.1   

 

B. The video montage and the piece timeline. 
 
 
After to conclude the montage of the activities videos (#10, 

#11, #12, #13, #14), in which I had arranged side by side the 
musicians acting the correspondent activities. I started to 
assembly the electronics events, transformed in Max/Msp, in 
another audio montage software. In compass with some parts 
of the activities videos, I begin to compose a more complex 
gestural and texture electronic part and build the form of the 
piece.  Following the link below is it possible to watch a video 
with the projection behind the musicians and the electronic 
part. 

 
Link for Video Projection: https://youtu.be/kgTG1SkEZMY    
 
Audiovisual works are a big trend nowadays in the new 

music context. The visual elements still have a great potential 
to be explored in the music context. For example, composers 
as Michael Beil, Stefan Prins, Alexander Schubert, Jennifer 

 
1 I prefer here not enter in the details of my work in Max/Msp, because of 

the long time that it will take to explain the technical complexity of the work 
that I have been done, diverting attention from points directed related to the 
composition of this piece.  

Walshe, Simon Steen-Andersen, are well-know composers that 
already developed different ways of expression using this tool.  
 Reading the review from Sune Anderberg about the festival 
SPOR 2016, I could confirm my suspicious about this 
tendency and more, I found her conclusion a valuable advise 
for any composer, to be conscious about the strong dominance 
character that visual has when used in combination with 
music.  

 
” I’m not really inclined either to oppose or side with the 
tricksters at this year’s SPOR Festival. There is some mileage 
to be had from comparing composers with magicians: 
sometimes the audio-visual works touch on the sublime; at 
other times, the illusions exist at the expense of musical 
substance. ” (Anderberg 2016: 96). 
 

Sometimes when you are working with audiovisual projects 
you could easily forget that you can use the blackout in the 
video projection and drive all the listener attention to the the 
music part. Understand that for me, is a point so important as 
the possibility to have musical pauses during any musical 
composition.    

C. The improvisation/performance score. 
 

The performance score was the last step to be composed in 
this piece. Nevertheless, composing it was an important 
development in my composition research. Principally, because 
of the use of a verbal notation, which was used to instruct the 
improvisations part during the piece. In the performance the 
musicians mainly were instructed to improvise with their 
instruments, however many of these instructions had a strong 
theatrical character. For example, in the improvisation number 
2 (vide the score) the instruction was: - Listen the 
conversation in the video and make comments, talk with the 
others in low voice. In the number 3: - For Rocío and Alice, 
the instructions were to be freeze and for Emma and Linda, 
they were instructed to play a piece of their repertoire only 
with the gestures without sounds. These theatrical elements 
were intended to be a game of contrast and similarities 
between the video projection and the live performance. 
Moreover, the theatrical elements in this piece were an 
effective tool to bring in some how in a first plan, Rocío, 
Alice, Linda and Emma, not as only excellent musicians 
producing beautiful sonorities with their instrumental 
experience, but as unique persons with their essential presence 
in the stage. 

Furthermore, for have the chance to re-work the notation 
with the musicians, receiving a feedback from them, and the 
opportunity to direct the performance during the workshop, 
was a constructive step for me. In this work, I could 
understand in a practical circumstance, how verbal notation 
can be extreme efficient and how much care should be taken 
to guarantee a precise indication of a musical concept trough 
written language. 

V. CONCLUSIONS 
 There are two musical elements that after this composition 
process will get my dedicate attention, in order to compose the 
next musical works. One is the verbal notation, that I find an 
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effective mode to guide the musicians in the improvisation 
parts. However, I’m aware about the intense research work 
that should be done in this direction to achieve a clear control 
of the use of verbal notation. The John Lely and James 
Saunders’s book is a great referential departure for that. 
Second, it is the use of theatrical elements in musical 
performance. It is another compelling expression tool, besides 
the audiovisual elements, that I would like to explore in my 
next compositions in my actual research work. For example, 
as first referential material, I’m looking into Mauricio Kagel 
composition work and Steven Kazuo Takasugi’s work.   

In summary, I can conclude that the work with the ensemble 
Distractfold was a significant work in my research. I could 
implement and experience with them, some more structured 
ideas in my collaborative composition process that I could 
develop with other artists in the last year. The piece is already 
finished and can be presented in other occasions, but only in a 
performance with Distracfold. Moreover, the created material 
in the video activities recordings and the sound events played 
by them in the improvisation activity are a fruitful source that 
could be used for compose another pieces for the ensemble. 
Following the link below is it possible to watch a video with 
the performance of the piece in the workshop on 10th May 
2017. 

 
Performance : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7cwy8BcVRKs 
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