
 

 

Statement of Research 

 
The roles of composer and performer have long been a subject of discussion, especially as the 

disparity between roles has widened in the past century, with few exceptions.  However, the composer-

performer still exists in the Twenty-First Century, raising a variety of questions regarding the roles of 

compositional processes, notation, performance cues, and other roles assumed by the same person, normally 

interpersonal relationships.  My dissertation and continued research focuses on the semiological study of the 

composer-performer, a specific, unique instance in the field of semiology, the study of signs and symbols, 

cultural or otherwise. Through the course of my studies, I have examined the work and process of established 

composer-performers, focusing on the work of Pauline Oliveros, Vinko Globokar, and Mark Applebaum.  In 

addition to these well established composers, I have reflected on the dual nature of my own work as a 

composer-performer from a semiological and cognitive standpoint, analyzing the differences in poietic, trace, 

and esthetic dimensions at various points of the life of a piece of music, from its conception and premiere to 

its subsequent performances.  

The field of semiology has grown and evolved considerably through the Twentieth Century as a 

viable means of examining and analyzing music and its representative meaning along with pitch, rhythmic, 

durational, timbral, and other components. Semiology explores the significance of the sound one hears as 

representational along with the visual expression of the sound, especially in the realm of contemporary music 

and the composer-performer, which is the focus of my dissertation. 

In examining contemporary music, performance art, and notation through semiology, it is essential 

that the questions be addressed through psychological and cognitive filters, as heuristic processes and Gestalt 

Theory factor into my hypotheses.  In creating scores employing traditionally notated music, instructions or 

text scores, and images, the composer takes into account the performer’s and audience members’ 

psychological predispositions and common assumptions to elicit desired responses. Similarly, audience 

members (referred to as listener-observers) and performers experience and construct a wide array of 



 

associations, out of which they are able to create significance and meaning for themselves. I introduce a basis 

of preexisting semiological, psychological, and cognitive theories and concepts in my dissertation, which I see 

represented in my subsequent compositions and work as an artist.  Based on other historical models, I define 

my own semiological theory as related to the composer-performer, offering alternative diagrams that are 

unique to the composer-performer’s intrapersonal and existential experience.  I also examine the three 

elements of the semiotic tripartition set forth by Jean Molino and Jean-Jacques Nattiez: the poietic, the trace, 

and the esthetic, respectively.  The discussion focuses on non-performing composers, mainly Cornelius 

Cardew, to create adequate comparison with composer-performers. 

In the dissertation, I chose to focus on three composer-performers of note in the Twenty-First 

Century: Vinko Globokar, Mark Applebaum, and Pauline Oliveros, all of whom have unique philosophies 

and approaches to their work as composer-performers.  In analyzing these composer-performers and their 

relationships with their works, I have come to find three general models of semiotics to encapsulate the 

intertwined roles of poietic, trace, and esthetic within the same person.  As music styles have diversified over 

time, so too have philosophical ideas about music and performance practice; however, I have found 

commonalities amongst the composer-performers, if not in their ideas, in their approaches to their own 

music. 

In examining other composer-performers’ experiences in performing their own music, I use the same 

parameters to reflect on my own work. Over the course of writing a piece for myself, I have carefully 

documented the stages of inception, composition, revision, performance, and other related milestones to 

further explore my own inner dichotomy of performer-composer from a semiotic standpoint.  The 

definitions of the signified, signifier, and trace become increasingly blurred as I continue to develop my own 

syntax for movement instruction, and my scores become increasingly complex and detailed.  With this new 

understanding of the relationships, which exist interpersonally and existentially, one may find new revelation 

in analyzing a composer-performer’s process and output of work. 

 For the composer-performer, the semiological model is a nonlinear process of self-understanding, 

unlike relationships in which the composer and performer-interpretant are separate entities.  Though there 

exist many pieces in the experimental repertoire in which the performer must poietically make decisions 



 

within a piece of music.  However large or small that decision-making process might be, there still remains a 

triangular tripartition of the esthetic, poietic, and trace categories.  In these conventional relationships, the 

esthetic must precede the trace, thus calling the trace into being for the performer-interpretant to esthetically 

make choices and deliver an authentic performance.   

 Contrastingly, I believe that composer-performers have the ability to transition in and out of the 

various semiotic models I have offered, though they most likely will rest in one model given their preferred 

method of creating and performing their own music.  Though these theories contain the same three aspects 

of the traditional tripartition, the manner in which they function fluctuates with the compositional methods 

of the individual.  To further prove this theory, however, it would be necessary to expand the chapter of case 

studies into a wider search, questioning more composer-performers with regard to their various approaches, 

and to monitor their approaches from piece to piece and over the broad course of time.  In this future 

research, there may be other models of composer-performer that I have not accounted for, which would 

either create new models of working or necessitate an alteration to one of the models that I have posited in 

this paper.   

 I would also like to broaden the study to a younger generation of composer-performers as well, so as 

to compare methods of work with those of the established composers, namely Globokar, Applebaum, and 

Oliveros, all of whom have been well experienced in their practices and seem to have found a method(s) of 

working, while most younger composers search to find the methods of working that serve them best.  In 

doing so, there may be more fluctuation in modeling amongst younger, emerging composer-performers.  I 

know from personal experience how much I have changed and evolved in my own compositional-

performance process in a few short years, and I believe this has been product of youth and finding my 

grounding still as an emerging composer.  I would be interested in continually examining my own 

methodology, process, and those of others considered emerging composer-performers to see if I notice a 

change or decline in variation over time. 

 In considering methodology, I would like to delve deeper into the relationship of composer-

performer within different genres and time periods of music, further exploring variation and nuances that 

exist and have existed in the past.  The practice of the composer-performer has been one that has existed for 



 

centuries, as have traditions of improvisation, alternative notations, oral tradition, and the like, graphic scores 

in particular.  I propose to do a further investigation into the performance practices of historical periods to 

better understand the semiological relationship of the composer-performer in previous periods, which may or 

may not have evolved from its current state in the Twenty-first Century.  Notation has undoubtedly evolved 

since its inception, as had tonality and understanding of what constitutes music, which must have affected the 

psychology of composing as well, and therefore the composer-performer. 

 Lastly, given my unique background as a movement artist, I would like to broaden my investigation 

of the composer-performer to other disciplines that apply, namely performance art, theater, and 

choreography.  As I closely monitor my behavior as a choreographer-performer in contrast to my role as sole 

performer-interpretant when performing others’ work, there is a fundamental distinction in my internal 

relationship to the movement.  I will undoubtedly work doggedly to perfect the movement a choreographer 

or performance artist asks of me, though the gestures are not from the same internal motivation or intent as 

they are when they are my own.  Through technical training, acting, emoting, and facialization, I work to 

embody the outside creator’s style, intent, and quality, though this relationship requires further examination 

through self-reflection and a comprehensive study of other performance artists and their individual processes 

in the creation, realization, and performance of their respective works.   

 Regardless of space, time, or experience of the composer, the relationship of the composer-

performer to his or her work is an existentialist one.  The degree to which the composer internalizes the 

process is a personal decision based on factors surrounding the performance, philosophy, and comfort, 

though the root concept of becoming one’s own mediator holds true across case studies and personal 

experience.  The possible renaissance of the composer-performer in modern day culture will illuminate more 

about the process and of the semiology behind it; this will hopefully become a more popular model of 

creating and expressing music, incorporating the sound-object as well as all the other factors that greatly 

influence its creation and interpretation.  So much of artistic creation in the 21st Century relies on 

individualistic identity and self-promotion, that the model of the composer-performer will become more of a 

necessity, and therefore will lead to a greater diversity of modeling, and thus a greater degree of understanding 

as to its implications and effects on the artistic community. 


