
 

 
Curatorial > LINES OF SIGHT 
 
With this section, RWM opens a line of programmes devoted 
to exploring the complex map of sound art from different 
points of view organised in curatorial series. 
 
LINES OF SIGHT is a bi-monthly programme, which takes its 
name from the interconnected points of the global resonant 
space created by radio and other wireless technologies. 
From out of the extraordinary array of music that plays on this 
world-wide stage, we will follow threads as diverse as 
musical notation and non-linear composition, and introduce 
artists who explore the ideas around transmission as a 
medium for creative expression.  
 
Curated by Barbara Held and Pilar Subirà. 
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Barbara Held is a flutist, composer and sound artist, whose 
current focus is the rhythmic relationship between music and 
video image. She has commissioned and performed an 
idiosyncratic body of new repertoire for flute by both Spanish 
and American composers, and was the creator and producer 
of "Music at Metrónom", a series of concerts of experimental 
music that gave special support to collaboration between 
musicians and visual artists. She believes in the 
responsibility of artist/curators to take a turn at presenting 
each other's work.   
http://www.barbaraheld.com/ 
http://barbaraheld.wordpress.com/ 
 
Pilar Subirà is a percussionist, a sought-after performer of 
new music and frequent member of various orchestras and 
chamber ensembles. For the past 15 years she has been 
presenting a daily program in the classical music channel of 
Catalunya Ràdio. 
 
You can submit your questions, comments and links to: 
linesofsight@gmail.com 
 
 

 

LINES OF 
SIGHT #3 

"Pillars" and "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings" by Robert 
Ashley 
    
LINES OF SIGHT #3LINES OF SIGHT #3LINES OF SIGHT #3LINES OF SIGHT #3 transmits "Pillars", a new piece for radio by Robert Ashley, 
pioneer of opera-for-television and the use of language in a musical setting. 

 

 
01. Playlist  

 
01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars" (2007) 21'26"  
Robert Ashley, voice 
Created and recorded at the request of Lines of Sight, October, 2007 in New York 
City, engineered by Tom Hamilton 
 
02 "Yellow 02 "Yellow 02 "Yellow 02 "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings"Man with Heart with Wings"Man with Heart with Wings"Man with Heart with Wings" (1978) 26'59" 
Guillermo Grenier, voice 
All instruments: Robert Ashley / except clavinet: "Blue" Gene Tyranny 
Commissioned by KUNM-FM radio, Albuquerque, New Mexico 
 
 
 

02. Biography 
 
Robert Ashley, a distinguished figure in American contemporary music, holds an 
international reputation for his work in new forms of opera and multi-disciplinary 
projects. His recorded works are acknowledged classics of language in a musical 
setting. He pioneered opera-for-television, and finds television to be the artistic 
medium best suited to large-scale collaboration among a large group of individual 
artists. 
 
"I learned music from listening to jazz on the radio and on records" recalls Robert 
Ashley, "but I realized that music was not as abstract as I had imagined. The 
stories that were told by jazz music were stories that I didn't grow up with. At a 
certain point I realized that neither was I European —and especially not 
European from the nineteenth century." 
 
The operatic works of Robert Ashley are distinctly original in style, and distinctly 
American in their subject matter and in their use of American language. Fanfare 
Magazine calls Ashley's Perfect Lives "nothing less than the first American 
opera…", and The Village Voice comments, "When the 21st Century glances back 
to see where the future of opera came from, Ashley, like Monteverdi before him, 
is going to look like a radical new beginning." A prolific composer and writer, 
Ashley's operas are "so vast in their vision that they are comparable only to 
Wagner's Ring cycle or Stockhausen's seven-evening Licht cycle. In form and 
content, in musical, vocal, literary and media technique, they are, however, 
comparable to nothing else." (The Los Angeles Times). 
 
More info: www.robertashley.org, www.lovely.com 
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[Image from Concrete, new opera released on Lovely Music. Photo: Marc 
Kacymarek] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
03. Transcription of the pieces 
 
01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars"01 "Pillars" (2007) 21'26"  
Robert Ashley, voice 
Created and recorded at the request of Lines of Sight, October, 2007 in New York 
City, engineered by Tom Hamilton 
 
Well, I guess this is sort of an imaginary piece, I don't know. Probably, you know, 
as things get more sophisticated technically, probably somebody will be able to 
do it in the future but I don't think it could be done, it certainly couldn't be done 
now without spending an awful lot of money. I've been working with a wonderful 
lighting designer named David Moody. And I imagined a piece that was especially 
with him in mind, and I guess I should start by just describing the physical 
situation.  
 
I imagine a rather large gallery, flat floor, with maybe 100 or 200 very 
comfortable chairs, with an extraordinary lighting capability. The whole gallery 
ceiling would be a grid that would hold lights and I imagine that it would take 
David a couple of weeks to design the piece, but what it would basically look like 
is that in front of the audience, there would be 2 pillars, like Roman pillars, like 
pillars from antiquity, maybe a foot in diameter? I'm not sure. Let's say that each 
pillar is a foot in diameter and maybe 10 feet tall but without any lintels, so that 
there would just be the two pillars in front of the audience.  
 
Basically the piece consists in the lighting designer, let's say it's David Moody, 
having 10 or 12 light plots that bring the two pillars… Oh, I should say that the 
two pillars are about 10 feet apart… having a light plot that brings those pillars 
into three dimensions, so no matter where you're sitting in the audience, you 
become fascinated by the physical reality of the pillars.  
 
So the idea of the piece, I mean the effect of the piece, would be for the lighting 
designer to change, to switch among those 10 or 12 light plots, so that the 
audience was 
                    more and more drawn into the physical nature of the pillars. Then, 
over the course of the piece, which might take say 45 minutes to an hour, I 
wanted it to take a long time, the lighting director, who's calling the plays to a 
technician at the lighting board, at a certain point in the piece, let's say that he 
went through the whole repertory of light designs, then he could go through them 
in a sort of playful random order, and I think that his instructions to the person 
running the board should be amplified into the space, so that the audience is 
completely aware of what he's doing. What he's doing basically, is going from 
light plot #12 to light plot #2, and light plot #2 to light plot #8, in that random 
order, and every time he goes to a different light plot he pulls down the intensity 
of the lights so that the lighting of the pillars continues to, how would you say, 
continues to reinforce the physicality of the pillars, but as the piece gets from say 
1/3 of the duration to the end, and this would have to be determined by playing it 
many times,  
                 as the piece goes from the beginning to the end, and as he pulls 
down the intensity of each light plot. Of course this would have to be designed in 
advance – I don't think that you could necessarily devise a dozen light plots that 
were usable in this fashion, it would involve a lot of preparation, many hours of 
preparation and thought by a good lighting engineer like David Moody, and it 
would require many hours of playing with that instrument, so that he would 
reduce the amount of light directed toward the pillars ever so gradually, he would 
reduce the amount of the light intensity directed at the pillars ever so gradually 
until he got to the point where there was virtually no light at all, so that the 
audience would see those pillars in their imagination in what would eventually be 
complete darkness. I think he would have to plan the gallery so that there was no 
incidental light at all, and what he would be aiming for would be a situation 
toward the end of the piece where the light plots or the light programs would be 
on the edge of there not being any light at all. He would still be talking, he would 
say things like, "OK, let's use #8", and the #8 light plot would come on, and then 
he would say to the engineer, "lets bring that down"… I don't know how lighting 
guys talk to each other, but "let's bring that down by a couple of degrees" and let 
the audience look at that for a couple of minutes, and then he would say "let's go 
to #3".  
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[Image from Concrete, new opera released on Lovely Music. Photo: Marc 
Kacymarek] 

 

 
At this point #3 might be brighter than #8, so he would say "let's bring down #3 
to a certain point", and then he would go, say, to #12, and again #12 would 
probably be brighter than #3, the whole thing would not be bright, but would 
have more intensity than #3, so he would gradually reduce all of those light plans 
until the point where changing from one to another would result in changing one 
kind of darkness to another kind of darkness.  
 
The last two minutes of the piece, we would have to play with this until it worked. 
The last few minutes of the piece would be changing light plans that were 
essentially without any light, so you would say, "OK we'll go to #2" and there 
wouldn't be any light in #2, and you would stay there for a few minutes, and you 
would say "let's go to #8", and people in the audience would remember by this 
time, probably or maybe, I hope, would remember what #8 looked like, so he 
would be directing imaginary light changes in almost total darkness. So that in 
the last few minutes, there wouldn't actually be any light in the room, except 
maybe if you went to plan #1 and there was still some light in plan #1, he could 
bring that down. In other words, he's bringing down each of those light plans to 
total darkness, so that in the last few minutes of the piece, he's changing light 
plans that only exist in the memory of the audience, and the audience is actually 
remembering the physicality of the two columns. In other words, when you get to 
a certain point in the piece, they can't see the two columns any more because 
everything is in black, but their imagination of the two columns according to the 
dozen or so different light plans causes them to see something that they actually 
can't see. So over the course of the piece you've gone from something that was 
perfectly lit in ten or twelve different ways to something that is totally dark in ten 
or twelve different ways, but the audience is still seeing the pillars. In other 
words, the audience has absorbed, not absorbed, yes, they've absorbed the 
varying degrees of physicality of the two pillars so that when the lighting designer 
is calling changes in the light plots those changes only exist in the imagination of 
the audience. Does that make any sense to you? So in other words you've gone 
from total light to total darkness but the pillars are still there and fully, what do 
you call it?... fully appreciated in a sensual way by the audience because of their 
involvement in the light plots.  
 
So, finally, when the piece is over, the room is totally dark, totally dark, but the 
audience can still see the pillars. Does that make sense? OK, I think we did it.  
 
Text © Robert Ashley, 2008 
 
02 "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings"02 "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings"02 "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings"02 "Yellow Man with Heart with Wings" (1978) 26'59" 
For Carl 
 
Words and music by Robert Ashley 
Based on the score "In Memoriam... Kit Carson (Opera)" and on the libretto and 
score "Ideas from 'The Church'". 
Commissioned by KUNM-FM, Albuquerque. 
Produced for KUNM-FM by Ned Sublette. 
Voices recorded and mixed at KUNM by Tim Schellenbaum. 
Spanish translation by Guillermo Grenier. 
Produced for Lovely Music, Ltd. by Robert Ashley. 
Remixed by Andreas Mniestris at the Recording Studio, Center for Contemporary 
Music, Mills College (Oakland, CA) 
Thanks to David Rosenboom (Director, CCM). 
Spanish voice: Guillermo Grenier / English voice: Robert Ashley 
All instruments: Robert Ashley / except Clarinet: "Blue" Gene Tyranny 
Digital editing and mastering by Allan Tucker, Foothill Productions 
 
"Ideas from 'The Church'" 
 
in order that the people can get down from the trees, they need a plan. 
in order to have a plan, they need a version, a performance. 
my mind is full of doubt. 
they need agriculture. 
in order to have the idea of agriculture, they need the idea of flatness. 
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in order to have the idea of flatness, they need the idea of containment, 
the idea of gravity. 
if your mind can understand the idea of the room, the city, 
it's too late for you. 
people who make cities are doomed to moving rocks through struggle. 
rocks do not get up and dance around for people who make cities. 
for people who make cities, rocks appear to be dead. 
the idea of agriculture is not to feed the people. 
the idea of agriculture is improvement. 
flatness as a solution to the problem of gravity, 
confused with the idea of feeding the people, 
is something we have to live with. 
the rocks have stopped dancing. 
our motto is: in entertainment, what goes up must come down. 
but, let's go on. 
later, there will be enough time to talk about agriculture, 
and, to try to clear things up. 
let's go on to the message. 
 
the message is: 
they are armed. 
it was inevitable. 
i mean, it was inevitable that it should spread among us to the children 
it was inevitable: one, that it will be seen. 
and, two, that it will spread. 
it will spread until we recognize it in the babies. 
it is the idea we live with. 
note: it is the flow, not the water. 
it is agriculture. 
it is flatness, gravity, containment, the needs of the people. 
and the idea of the beyond. 
we have given ourselves the question of the idea of the beyond. 
among high horizons, 
signifying the idea of the beyond 
there are, for instance: 
the city, the indians along the ridge, the gargoyles, etc. 
the guardians of up. 
the guardians of up are always lifeless. 
made of stone. 
they are known to disapprove. 
the guardians of up, using agriculture as a without which, 
have established in us a fundamental rule: 
to go around. 
that is, to skirt. 
 
we are enjoined to skirt by the children who are armed. 
they are 
our protectors. 
they protect us 
from ourselves. 
there was a blinding whiteness that covered everything. 
it was all i could do just to stay awake. 
i was beyond thoughts of family and home. 
it had become biological. 
me against the whiteness. 
the path had disappeared. 
how could i trust, then, that i would skirt. 
how could i trust, then, that i would not trespass. 
me against the children. 
look at this bank and the people in it. 
look closely. 
the contours of the land are the contours of my little mind. 
the straight paths are gone. 
the bible camps, the trailer camps, the army camps are mere figures of speech, 
habits to conceal from us the true nature of geometry, 
which is model agriculture. 
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the questions of geometry are answered in agriculture. 
and in the bank. 
there is no excuse that anyone can see for banks. 
why have something that only makes things harder. 
the bank is not a safe place, if you have things of value. 
the bank is not a camp. 
the bank is geometry, a lesson. 
the bank is agriculture, our plan. 
we need a place to feel the feelings we feel in the bank. 
better there than at home. 
for one, you feel so ill-kempt there. 
two, it owns the water. 
three, there is the outward thrust of the ostentatious space. 
a field unplanted. 
and the corners. 
there is one entrance only. 
the laws of fire do not apply to banks. 
among the different degrees of deadness found in rocks, deadest are the rocks 
from which we build our banks. 
a porous bank is no bank at all. 
there is no wind in the bank. 
nor speed. 
nor velocity. 
there is only alignment. 
what could be simpler. 
thank you. 
 
Text © Robert Ashley, 1978 

 

 

04. Additional links  
 

The Sonic Arts Network Podcast Series 
http://www.sonicartsnetwork.org 
 
UbuWeb 
http://www.ubu.com/sound/ashley.html 
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