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Sebastian Berweck

extended piano

m Track 1 Benjamin Lang: ABDucensparese [11™10°]
for grand piano (2001)
m Track2 Michael Maierhof: splitting 16 fur Klavier [10m32°]
for piano (2002-3)
m Track3 James Saunders: #250904-r [11™11%]
for piano, dictaphones, CD and e-bow (2004)
m Track 4 Thomas Wenk: Recordame [17m07¢]
for piano and handheld cassette recorder (1999)
m Track5 Johannes Kreidler: Klavierstiick 5 [12m00°]

for piano and tape (2005)
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Michael Rebhahn
. Leaving the comfort zone

Sebastian Berweck'’s revision of the piano
It's engraved deep in our collective consciousness: the picture of the piano virtuoso, a daring tamer
of the beast with the 88 keys. Like no other musician, the pianist is expected to live up to the cliché
of the unapproachable musical magician, who occasionally graces his admirers with a concert, so
they may be witnesses to his superhuman artistry. Then, with a grand gesture, lightning-fast scales
and arpeggios are overcome, baffling chord progressions pinned to the keyboard, until the
astounded audience murmurs in disbelief“How in the world does he do it?" - The cult surrounding
the piano virtuoso began in the 19th century, when Franz Liszt breezed into the European salons
and concert halls with his pianistic trapeze artistry, transforming the piano from a musical
instrument into an indicator of technical facility. Not much has changed about this perception into
the present day. Even within new music, which in the past has stood in opposition to the
self-referentiality of virtuoso showmanship, the piano has retained its exceptional status. The search
for innovative techniques stagnated prematurely with preparations and activities inside the piano
- beyond this the instrument has remained largely untouched. Despite the tentative steps taken
toward new territory, it retains its conventionalized role: as a box of wonders in the spirit of Liszt.

Sebastian Berweck refuses to come to terms with this narrow view. In his work he emphatically
turns against the rigid corset into which the instrument and its player are typically squeezed and
thus condemns the gap which exists between the material conditions of most contemporary
music and the narrower “sphere of action” of the piano. Berweck calls for the heretofore absent
redefinition of the instrument and of the player’s attitude. The first step is to recognize the
damaging effect that the conventionalized idea of the virtuoso has had on contemporary piano
literature. Berweck perceives the majority of contemporary piano music to be the result of a vicious
circle: the piano is presented as a perfect-o-matic, the interpreters feel comfortable in their artistry,
and the composers react by simply serving up a stream of pieces employing essentially the same
color palette. This cycle needs to be broken: “To get the pianist out of his comfort zone," says
Berweck, “things need to be risked which, at least initially, have nothing to do with the piano.” An
expansion of the notion of music itself is necessarily linked to an extension of the instrumental
boundaries; the piano cannot be spared from this process, lest it permanently become “a piece of
furniture’, as Helmut Lachenmann had already characterized it in the late 1970's. Which paths this
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extension can take is demonstrated by Sebastian Berweck on this CD, with compositions
which approach the dissolution of ossified pianistic convention from a variety of
perspectives.

“splitting” is the programmatic title of a group of works by Michael Maierhof (¥*1956). The
conceptual basis of this cycle for solo instruments is acoustic experiments which focus on splitting
single tones into multilayered sounds and aim to undermine customary notions of the sonic
image. Thus, in the piano solo splitting 16 (2002-3) the redefinition of the piano sound takes not
the characteristic attack envelope of the struck string as its point of departure, but rather the
typically softer sustain envelope. Maierhof isolates this portion with the help of an e-bow. This
device, originally designed for the guitar, causes the strings to resonate via electromagnetic force,
as soon as the dampers are lifted. In splitting 16, the pure, sine-tone-like sound that results is then
splitinto complex multiphonics by glass marbles which buzz against the strings. As a counterpoint
to these fragile, overtone-rich spectra, the piece calls for the copper-wound bass strings to be
struck with a tennis ball, which evinces muffled percussive sounds.

Thomas Wenk (*1959) succeeds in expanding the piano by the addition of an antiquated technical
apparatus: the cassette recorder. The piece Recordame (1999) was inspired by Samuel Beckett’s
one-act play “Krapp’s Last Tape.” Just as the protagonist’s monologue in Beckett is divided into two
perspectives by the tape recording, so does the pianist in Recordame obtain a virtual dialogue
partner, who at various times acts as supervisor, listener, and co-performer. Wenk treats the buttons
of the recorder as an extension of the piano keyboard, by notating precise rhythms for them.
Conversely, the clicks of the buttons find a sonic correspondence in certain prepared sounds in the
piano. Along with tape noise, the recorder also contributes playback of previously played sounds,
whereby the low-fidelity aspect becomes an increasingly prominent ingredient of the music; the
clearly demarcated divide between live and recorded sound is thus ruptured.

What potential still lies in playing inside the piano is demonstrated in the piece ABDucensparese
(2001) by Benjamin Lang (*1976), which explores minute differentiations of sound production
beyond the realm of the keyboard. The title of the work is a term from ophthalmology: damage to
the nervus abducens leads to a paralysis of a particular eye muscle, causing double vision. In his
piece, Lang attempts to create an analogous kind of acoustic double image, but without the use of
tone repetitions or delay techniques. The goal is not the recognizeable doublings of tones or
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sounds, but rather the depiction of a“shadow” cast by the sonic image. Thus Lang invents

various actions by which tones can be subjected to minuscule alterations of timbre."The

double image is," according to Lang, “the sound shadow which envelops the core of the
sound!

A very different kind of envelopment appears in Klaviersttick 5 (2005) by Johannes Kreidler
(*1980). This piece complements the limitations of the instrument with samples, which extend the
piano sound inwardly (into microtonality) and outwardly (beyond the range of the keyboard). In
the process, Kreidler goes far beyond mere sonic similarity to “real” piano sounds, by using
transpositions to extremely low and extremely high frequencies, that sound like rumbling and
whistling, respectively, and thus introducing a noise layer. In the course of the piece additional
samples emerge from this gray area: quotations from piano music of Schoenberg and Boulez,
recordings from the supermarket, soccer fans, the piece just performed, the voice of the composer,
the unrecognisable. Thus the pianist is confronted with a surfeit of acoustic materials, within which
the instrument becomes just one voice among many. In this way, as in Wenk’s composition, the
distinction between “analog” instrument and technical medium, between original and
reproduction, is blurred.

In contrast to Kreidler's complex incorporation of electronics, James Saunders (*1972) works in his
composition #250904-r (2004) with seemingly simple technical means. The piece belongs to a
modular work-in-progress called #[unassigned], which has occupied Saunders since 2000.
#[unassigned] provides a flexible structure, whose individual elements can be eternally combined
and recombined. With each new version Saunders expands the material resources of the project
and thus attains a continuously growing spectrum of options which, in turn, allows ever richer
combinatorial possibilities. In #250904-r, an added element is the expansion of the piano's range
through octave transposition by the use of dictaphones. The pianist only plays the piano in the
highest octave, but this is recorded on the dictaphone and transposed into the next lower octave.
A second dictaphone then displaces the resulting sound by yet another octave. At the bottom end
of this range is where the e-bow and the playback are appended, whose activities are, in turn, also
picked up and transformed by dictaphone. In this manner, the piece covers the whole frequency
range of the piano, though the limited playback quality of the dictaphones creates an amorphous
background noise, on the surface of which the sounds of e-bow and tape take on a well-nigh
elegiac quality.
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Five compositions - five future-oriented revisions of the piano which decidedly reject the
.piano as a museum object. After listening to this CD it should be apparent that

contemporary piano music has much more to offer than the perpetuation of a
purportedly updated Lisztian virtuosity. Certainly Sebastian Berweck makes the smug piano
peacock look outdated, in more ways than one.

Translation: Philipp Blume
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@ Sebastian Berweck www.sebastianberweck.de
pianist/performer

Sebastian Berweck is one of the most sought-after pianists in the field of experimental
contemporary music. He has well over a hundred premieres to his name, of which nearly two
dozen were dedicated to him. Many of these pieces demand a high degree of physical
involvement, use extended techniques and electronics, or have completely removed themselves
from the piano.
He has appeared, either as a soloist or with ensemble, at the Salzburger Festspiele, the ISCM World
New Music Days 2004 (Switzerland), 2006 (Stuttgart) and 2008 (Vilnius), the Huddersfield
Contemporary Music Festival, the Schleswig-Holstein Music Festival, Spring in Heidelberg, the
Nous Sons Festival Barcelona, the Darmstadt International Summer Courses, among other major
festivals of contemporary music.
He has recorded for Deutschlandradio Berlin, Swiss Radio DRS, the Hessian Radio Network, Radio
Bremen, and the Southwest German Radio. His recordings have appeared on the labels Wergo,
durian, HCR, cri, nochords and naivsuper.
As a specialist for piano and live electronics, he is a frequent guest at electronic studios like ZKM
and CeReNeM. His project “DSP 63.0"is an ongoing collaboration between electronic music studios
in Europe.
Sebastian Berweck has been a regular guest in the United States since 1998. He has given concerts
and lectures at some of the most prestigious universities;
amongst them Harvard, Stanford and Berkeley. In 2001 his
work was showcased in a 2-hour feature by Radio WFMT
Chicago.
In 2003 he founded trigger — Ensemble fur aktuelle Musik,
which existed until 2008. Collaborations with artists such as
Jan-Peter E. R. Sonntag, Katrin Bethke, Viola Kiefner or the
Graz-based group tonto were an integral part of the concept.
Since 2008 he has been researching the issues surrounding
the production of music with live electronics at the Centre
for Research in New Music (CeReNeM) of the University of
Huddersfield. Sebastian Berweck lives in Berlin and
@ Huddersfield and is co-founder of stock11.de.
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