George Michael Brower

DESMA 160: Advanced Sonic Visual Relationships
Piano Phase Visuals, Conjunctive Elements

Casey Reas

Reas’ video addresses the unique role of phrase in contributing to Piano Phase’s texture. While I’m sure Casey wouldn’t be too happy to hear me draw comparison between his video and a lava lamp, I think it kind of helps to illustrate the point. When you first turn a lava lamp on, the “lava” is cold. When the plastic first begins to melt, it has a generally well defined shape and tends not to divide much. As it gets hotter and hotter, the plastic begins to act more as if it were a liquid, separating more easily, creating a generally more “homogenous” mixture of plastic and water. The light and dark areas in Casey’s piece act generally the same way, though here, rising temperature is shifting phase. They begin much more clearly segregated then they end. Ultimately these sections are averaged out in the same way the slowly phasing components of Reich’s composition average the actual melodic content of the piece into a homogenized texture. 

Lotte Schreiber / Norbert Pfaffenbichler

While Casey Reas’ piece focuses on the aspect of texture, Schreiber and Pfaffenbichler have more to say about content and phrase. Their piece takes more literal direction from the source material. “Stereo” imagery calls attention to the phasing loops of melody, which are tied more or less directly to looped imagery of birds flocking. The visuals seem to make a textural comment about the influence of the phased loops upon one another. After a point, birds seem to cross this imaginary divide between both “screens.” So again, this could be seen as an extension of the blurring effect that the interplay of these two phasing loops produce. In the same way that Piano Phase numbs our ears to the actual “content” of the composition (piano), through repetition, these visuals tend to lead our mind away from the notion that we’re watching a flock of birds at all.  For me, this flock of birds almost became a cloud of smoke or some sort of swirling liquid. Here, conjunction lies in the way both sound and image force our mind to consider more subtle aspects of form. 

Dietmar Offenhuber

This third visual accompaniment to Piano Phase finds conjunction in a larger spread of esthetic components​—texture, articulation and even perhaps mood. Offenhuber uses actual semi-transparent, or “ghosted” layers of video to illuminate the source material’s phasing quality (texture). Here, multiple “frames” of video are used in a slightly different manner than the Schreiber/Pfaffenbichler piece: not so much to draw attention to the slipping alignment of these two loops but instead to draw attention of the layered aspect of their composition (articulation). There’s a lot to look at in this interpretation of Reich’s composition, and what I think Offenuber was trying to emphasize was this idea of creating a lot from a little. Reich’s process and content are simple but  together they make for rich results. We’re invited to analyze the minutiae of the melody’s articulation through repetition, the same way we’re lead to analyze the subtleties of these moving vignettes when confronted with so many. In terms of mood, one might say that repetition in Piano Phase is embodied in the video’s sense of aimless monotony.
