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Intelligence and spirit in contemporary piano
performance: On the multiple senses of touch in

Klaus K. Hübler’s Sonetto LXXXIII del Michelangelo
and in Wieland Hoban’s when the panting STARTS1

Πιο θαρραλέοι πλησίαζαν την άκρη του νερού, το ψηλαφάν ευλαβικά με τις παλάμες. 
Το μελετούν με εκείνα τα αρχαία μάτια των τρελών κι απάγγελναν ορισμούς για το νερό.

Γιώργος Χειμωνάς, Οι Χτίστες2

1. Introduction

In this, I will reflect on the relation between intelligence and spirit in contemporary piano 
performance, through the comparative analysis of two important but still largely unknown solo 
piano works from the past forty years: Klaus Karl Hübler’s Sonetto LXXXIII del Michelangelo 
(1986) and Wieland Hoban’s when the panting STARTS (2002-2004). The two works are intimately 
linked in that Hoban is explicitly expanding on Hübler’s techniques and aesthetics, as expressed in 
both this Sonetto and elsewhere, notably Hübler’s works for string instruments. While those 
compositional techniques per se will not remain unexamined, the focus of this text will rather be on 
how compositional intelligence, communicated through symbolic music notation, enables new 
forms of embodied interaction on the part of the performer. It will be claimed that these forms of 
interaction reveal the spirit of the works in performance and in reception as an irreducible open 
space of experimentation and of multimodal self-reflexivity of the initial intelligible symbolic 
scoring. Most importantly, it will be claimed that the defining feature of this explorative and self-
reflexive spirit is the expansion of the normative meaning of piano touch in those two works.

This text follows up from my previous work on a theory of embodied interaction with music 
notation, in lieu of the classic notion of literary interpretation. This hypothesis is known as 
embodied navigation (Antoniadis 2018). It draws significantly on cognitive psychology, notably 
radical embodied cognition (Chemero 2009), as a synthesis of Gibsonian ecological psychology 
and dynamic systems theory (Antoniadis and Chemero 2020). The current text owes its title to the 
Iranian philosopher’s Reza Negarestani homonymous book Intelligence and Spirit (2018), an 
attempt of fusion of continental and analytic philosophies of mind, as well as to Hübler’s own 
theoretical work on ‘The spirit of the instrument’ (‘Der Geist des Instruments’) (Hübler 1984/2002).
The most important points of reference on touching are provided by the virtual encyclopedia of the 
philosophy of touch that is Jacques Derrida’s Le Toucher – Jean-Luc Nancy (2000/2005) and by 
studies of dynamic touch in cognitive science. 

1 This is the preprint version of the chapter to appear in the collective volume Contemporary Piano Music: 
Performance and Creativity (ed. Madalena Soveral) by Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
2 “More courageous ones approached the edge of the water, feeling it devoutly with their palms. They study it with 
those ancient eyes of madmen reciting definitions for the water”. Giorgos Cheimonas (2005), The Builders. Athens: 
Kastaniotis, p. 348 
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The firm rooting of this text in radical embodied cognition signals that any metaphysical conception
of either intelligence or spirit is to be rejected and replaced by the interactive materiality of 
scriptures, bodies and instruments. From Negarestani, a neo-computationalist far from embodied 
cognition, we keep the very distinction between intelligence and spirit: Intelligence denotes a 
functional (Mind is only what it does, p.1) and deprivatized view of the mind (Private experiences 
and thoughts do not exist before entering the objective and intersubjective communicative space of 
language, p.1), founded on the sociality of the agents. The mind is structured as language, not in a 
purely linguistic sense, but rather in a sense which includes computation, symbolic logic, and, 
crucially, music notation. Spirit on the other hand is considered, in Hegelian fashion, as the history 
of intelligence’s history, or the critical reflection on an emancipated history of intelligence. This is 
exactly the spirit that Hübler also adheres to, when seeking to acknowledge the historicity of 
instruments and performance practices through their critical expansion and deconstruction. In the 
same vein, Hoban develops further such techniques, towards a metalanguage of action emerging at 
the limit of his symbolic notational language. My contribution consists in approaching both the 
critical expansion of performing technique and the transcendence of the linguistic limit in terms of a
fully enactive, cognitive, affective and explorative sense of touch, following up from Derrida’s 
insights on Aristotle and Jean-Luc Nancy.

2. The nexus between Hübler and Hoban

Before delving into a presentation of how the individual works expand touch, I will start with an 
overview of their common features.

a. complexity

Despite their temporal distance of roughly twenty years, both pieces are formalized in a highly 
complex notational idiom. This idiom capitalizes on the symbolic independence and the multimodal
interdependence of classic notational parameters such as pitch, rhythm, dynamics, articulation, 
timbre and pedaling: While those parameters appear as distinct and fixed symbolic layers in 
composition, they are organically entangled as fluid and highly variable amalgams of gesture and 
sound in performance. This dialectic tension is of course true, to a certain degree, for virtually every
notated music, but the deconstructive openness of the interpretation as a direct and intentional result
- a form of implosion even - of the notational complexity itself, has been thematic in the school of 
composition known as ‘New Complexity’, its most well-know representative being the British 
composer Brian Ferneyhough (Ferneyhough 1995) and amply theorized in works by, among others, 
Richard Toop (Toop 1993) and Franklin Cox (Cox 2002).

Beyond this complexity of classic notational parameters, the works introduce new parameters, 
drawing on Hübler’s pioneering work on the expansion of string technique (Hübler 1984). Hübler’s 
objective in his music for strings is what he calls a ‘polyphonic production of tones’, through the 
parametrization and decoupling of movement components that normally are co-articulated. For 
example, in violin playing, actions of the right hand, such as the shift of the bow from one string to 
the other, the direction of bowing, the bow pressure or the bow speed, are normally synchronized 
with the stopping techniques of the left hand, to produce what is considered a normative ‘good tone’
and ‘good instrumental technique’. Hübler treats these basic parameters polyphonically: His 
notation for string instruments resembles a multilayered tablature, including individual staves for 
each of them. Since the relation between these layers is variable and most often one of conflictual 
decoupling, a great palette of sonic and rhythmic events, ranging from the classic ‘good tone’ up to 
indeterminate and fragile mixes of noise and tone, ensues.  
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Strikingly enough, in his Sonetto for piano solo, roughly contemporaneous with the development of 
those string techniques, Hübler does not embark on a similar parametrization of piano technique. In 
his performance notes to the piece (Hübler 1986), the use of the three pedals is left to the 
performer’s discretion as a means of ‘articulating the musical structure’, with some further remarks 
on the division of physically ungraspable chords and on transposing tones that are written below the
normal lower end of the instrument (as he writes for a rather rare instrument that extends further 
down to G0). The single notational novelty appears towards the end of the piece, a highly original 
form of stumbling ‘polyphonic monophony’ (Hoban 2021), which is rather based on an unusual 
treatment of rhythm than of performing technique. Whether out of a common misconception of the 
piano’s co-articulative possibilities or out of sheer programmatic intention, the Sonetto remains in 
the realm of classic parametric complexity and leaves open a lacuna that Hoban comes to fill with 
his work when the panting STARTS.

Hoban is adopting the concept of technique deconstruction through parametric polyphony from 
Hübler’s writing for string instruments. This inspires him to create a kind of piano tablature, 
whereby each stave basically represents a finger or pedal (and other events later in the piece). 
Interestingly enough, Hoban imagines each finger as an individual instrument:

 “The technical aspect of writing separately for the pianist's ten fingers, as an ensemble rather than a unity [..], while 
imposing bizarre restrictions on the music's fabric, revealed otherwise inaccessible possibilities. This decision was 
inspired by the playing of Ian Pace (author’s note: the dedicatee of the piece), in which the precision and sensitivity of 
action and touch suggest precisely this: ten fingers rather than two hands.”3

With this twist in the classical forms of piano scoring, Hoban creates a massive array of 
unconventional, defamiliarizing and physically extreme techniques, which problematize the relation
of the pianist to the instrument, yielding unexpected and largely indeterminate sound results: Finger
entanglements, impossible trills, clusters with the heel of the hand while the fingers are otherwise 
used, hand rotations and elbow contortions, slapping actions on the keys, snap effects and tremoli 
on the pedals, are some of those techniques, emerging out of the tablature over-layering and 
resulting in a carefully controlled loss of control on the part of the pianist.  

b. extra-musical references 
In order to be able to meaningfully assess those immediately perceptible features of the music 
notation, we need to look at another characteristic that both pieces share, namely their extra-musical
and metaphorical references.

Hübler’s point of departure is the hewing process in sculpture, taking up Michelangelo’s idea of a 
form being already implicitly contained in the raw material and only requiring the artisan’s manual 
and intellectual skill for it to be revealed (Hübler 1987). The epigram accompanying the piece is 
telling: 

Non ha l’ottimo artista alcun concetto,

ch’un marmo solo in sè non circoscriva

col suo soverchio, e solo a quelle arriva

la man, che ubbidisce all’intelletto.

3 Wieland Hoban, program note for the author’s performance at SARC, Queen’s University Belfast, January 2018
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(The greatest artist does not have any concept

which a single piece of marble does not contain

within its excess, though only a hand

that obeys the intellect can discover it.4)

This process of carving a form out of the raw material is realized in the Sonetto both syntactically, 
as the determining factor of its form, and in relation to the materiality of the performance. 

Hoban’s point of departure is the theatrical act, and notably Samuel Beckett’s How it is (Comment 
c’est) (Beckett 1961): It is the latter work’s attempt to articulate a narrative ‘when the panting stops’
(recurring motif in Beckett’s verse), which inspires Hoban to reverse the situation and attempt the 
creation of his meta-language, a sort of physical theatre emerging from his highly discursive style, 
‘when the panting (emphatically) STARTS’, that is when the very physical possibility of speech (or 
playing) has been rendered impossible. Again, this program is intelligible through musical notation 
and at the same time penetrates into the very physical fabric of the performance. 

A last word on a very specific psychophysical characteristic that both pieces share and that directly 
relates to their extra-musical references is necessary: Both pieces evoke a quasi-frozen state and the 
attempt to escape it. This state is formulated through the musical ideas described above that result in
a literally fixed hand position of the pianist, either emerging out of Hübler’s ostinato note 
repetitions surrounded by dense textures, or in Hoban’s ten-voice chords which lock the hands in 
place. In this way, both the sensation of the hard marble and the struggle to reveal the form in it, or 
the reference to a narrator lying motionless in the mud in Beckett’s How it is, are materialized 
through uniquely embodied forms of material resistance, rather than metaphorically represented in 
the music notations. 

Remarkable is also the relation of this embodied spirit of constraint in the character indications of 
the pieces: In Hübler, the performer’s desired disposition is dialectically described as ‘Con passione
fanatica (un poco indefinito, ma ostinato e ben articolato)’, that is ‘With fanatic passion (a bit 
indefinite, but persistent and well-articulated)’. Hoban’s bleaker inscription, appropriate for a 
Beckettian endgame as his piece will be shown to be, but also winking ironically at both Hübler’s 
‘fanatic passion’ and at his own performer’s difficult task, indicates that the piece is to be played 
‘pedantically, yet without confidence’. In both cases, the inscriptions can be seen as safeguarding 
against approaches of energetic striving (Cox 2002) and fakery, that would not make justice to the 
pieces’ meticulous textual detail. But even more importantly, they reinforce and clarify the 
dialectical tension between the musical idea and their material constraints, their intelligence and 
their spirit. 

3. Deconstructing and expanding the normative conception of 
piano touch

The common compositional features exposed above, that is forms of parametric complexity 
materializing extra-musical references as psychophysical resistances rather than linguistic 
metaphors, will now be considered from a performer-specific angle as a multiple expansion of the 
pianist’s touch. Touch will be approached in terms of movement co-articulation, multimodal 

4 Translation in Christopher Ryan, The Poetry of Michelangelo (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1998), 
p. 150. Cited from Hoban 2021, p.1
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diffusion and limit experiences, drawing on both philosophy and cognitive science, notably the 
study of dynamic touch exploration. Given the nature of these pieces, such an approach might be 
more apt for communicating the pianist’s experience of the material resistances involved in learning
and performing them. 

First, I will examine some general aporias5 on the multiple senses of touch, through Derrida’s 
reading of Aristotle’s Peri psuches. These aporias will be our guiding thread through a 
deconstruction of the normative perception of piano touch, as codified indicatively in György 
Sándor’s pedagogical treatise On piano playing (Sándor 1981). This deconstruction will include the 
features of piano design as interface, which reveal the prosthetic dimension of the piano touch, 
contrary to common simplifications and misconceptions. 

In a second phase, I will be looking at touch in the context of the works in question. Starting off 
with the classic conception of touch in terms of articulative and dynamic notational detail, intensity 
and modes of playing, as well as the respective extensions and deconstructions of technique 
effectuated in those works, I will look at how these parametric strata are further contextualized in 
complex textural formations. Due to the biomechanical constraints of the human body, such 
contextualization will be shown to be directly inscribing touch in the musical notation, which in 
itself becomes tangible: The performer touches notation as much as she is touching her instrument.

Then, I will be dealing with the rythmicization and dynamicity of touch through the notion of the 
syncope, as examined in Nancy and Derrida, and through the notion of dynamic touch in radical 
embodied cognition. Of importance will be here the similarity between laughter, as the archetype of
syncope in Nancy, and Hoban’s/Beckett’s notion of panting, as well as Hübler’s own stumbling 
rhythms, as the limit which signifies the transcendence of language and intelligibility.

A final word will be on the relationship between touching and listening, including the self-touching 
and self-listening of the performer, which opens these reflections to the communicative, social and 
deprivatized aspects of these works in reception. In that sense, touch will be considered as a real, 
non-metaphorical feature that permeates through the communicative chain composer-performer-
listener, and as a metonymy for the whole ecology of piano playing.

a. general aporias on the sense(s) of touch

One of Derrida’s main contributions in his treatise on touching (Derrida 2000/2005) is the 
deconstruction of a rudimentary phenomenology: Touching is not simply about physical contact 
with a surface, about tactility, about immediacy and presence, about a specific modality, or a 
specific sensory organ. Touch is rather a cascade of mediations in all senses, which render 
accessible something untouchable. It is about interruption, tact, discreetness and tangents, as 
opposed to penetration and violence, especially so in the case of palpable effort against the 
resistance of a limit and its non-invasive transgressing. 

Paraphrasing Aristotle he writes:

‘..but ever since Aristotle suddenly hit on the manifold aporia of touch (aporia, he said then, and aporeseie); ever since 
he, Aristotle, foresaw all the obscurities of the tangible: touch isn't clear, ouk estin endelon, he says furthermore; it's 
adelon, inapparent, obscure, secret, nocturnal’. (Derrida 2005, p. 4)

Derrida summarizes the qualities of touch that render it obscure, its Aristotelean aporias, as follows 
(Derrida 2005, p. 5):

5 Greek, from a (without) + poros (passage): impassable, a state of puzzlement in philosophy
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- Is touch a single sense or a group of senses?

- If touch is a single sense, what’s the organ of touch?

- Is flesh the organ of touch, or is it the medium, the real organ being inward?

- Is the subject of touch (haphe, tactility) the equivalent of sound to listening?

- Are there senses that work from a distance and those that require contact? Or do all senses require 
some form of contact?

Through this summary, Derrida testifies to the multimodal diffusion of the sense of touch. He indeed
comes to respond to Aristotle’s aporias in the following passage:

‘Aristotle is going to exert himself in questioning this doxa and, to a certain extent, in calling it into question. But only 
to a certain extent, there where what follows could take on the form of a "clear" thesis. Now, this is not always the case; 
at times the clarity of a proposition conceals another enigma. For example, though it is obvious or "clear" [delon] that, 
first, the "organ" of touch is "inward" or internal; second, flesh is but the "medium" of touch; third, "touch has for its 
object both what is tangible and what is intangible [tou haptou kai anaptou]" (ibid., 424a), one keeps asking oneself 
what "internal" signifies, as well as "medium" or "intermediary", and above all what an "intangible" accessible to touch 
is - a still touchable un-touchable’. 

The issue of an untouchable becoming touchable, which will preoccupy us in the discussion of 
Hübler and Hoban, is inextricably linked to limit experiences:

‘How to touch upon the untouchable? Distributed among an indefinite number of forms and figures, this question is 
precisely the obsession haunting a thinking of touch - or thinking as the haunting of touch. We can only touch on a 
surface, which is to say the skin or thin peel of a limit (and the expressions "to touch at the limit," "to touch the limit" 
irresistibly come back as leitmotivs in many of Nancy's texts that we shall have to interpret). But by definition, limit, 
limit itself, seems deprived of a body. Limit is not to be touched and does not touch itself; it does not let itself be 
touched, and steals away at a touch, which either never attains it or trespasses on it forever’.(Derrida 2005, p. 6)

In other words, according to Derrida, touching has an integrated failure of accessing to what it 
actually reaches for, as it by default stops at a non-bodily non-invaded limit. The destruction of this 
limit, say through penetration or violence, would immediately signal the destruction of the very 
notion of touch. The limit is to be transgressed otherwise. 

Now let me keep these two core ideas, the multimodal diffusion of touch and the touch’s mediating,
transparent and transcendent nature, and see how it relates to the normative perception of touch in 
piano playing.

b. on piano touch 

The multimodal diffusion and the mediating nature of the sense of touch feature already in piano 
touch’s normative constitution: A pianist’s touching of the keys is judged as singing, gentle, velvety,
heavy, harsh etc. in a metonymic way, that is by its very sound result. But this sound result is hardly
dependent on only a reduced, local perception of touch as the instantaneous tactile impact of the 
pianist on the surface of the keys. The sound result is a complex co-articulated phenomenon, which 
at a physiological level involves the activation and synchronization of the pianist’s integral 
performing mechanism, its rhythmic properties, as patterns of contact and interruption, and its 
prosthetic properties, in the sense of the very piano design, as intermediation between the sound 
source (strings) and the hand through the keyboard. We should add here the contribution of the 
pedals, another crucial component of piano sound, which does involve the control (the prosthetic 
touching, indeed) of the piano’s dampers by the feet of the pianist. And we abstain from any 
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reference to extended techniques beyond performance on the keys, since those have no place in the 
two examined pieces.

A very telling example of the fuzziness between touch and motion is to be found, among most piano
treatises, in György Sándor’s On piano playing (Sándor 1981). The great Hungarian pianist and 
pedagogue defines five motion patterns (free fall, legato, staccato, rotation and thrust) and four 
modes of touch (legato, staccato, tenuto and portato) as the basic alphabet, the combinations of 
which create the language of piano technique (ibid. pp. 141-154). Not only two of the motion 
patterns are identical to two of the touch modes (legato and staccato), but elements of touch are an 
integrative part of all motion patterns and vice versa, including the control of the dampers of the 
instrument, either by the fingers attacking and releasing the keys or by the feet touching essentially 
the strings through the control of the dampers. More than a typological flaw on Sandor’s part, this 
fuzziness indicates something crucial about the way we are normally thinking about piano touch, as 
if it were an independent variable. It is instead, root and branch, the whole chain of co-articulated 
parts, from the pianist’s pelvis, torso and shoulder down to the complex mechanism of keys, 
hammers, dampers, strings and pedals, that defines the qualities of piano touch. 

This highly prosthetic nature is too often stereotypically ignored or reduced. Interestingly enough, 
Hoban himself, in trying to explain Hübler’s less daring approach in the Sonetto, makes the 
following assertion: 

‘What distinguishes the piano from other instruments is that, although its mechanism naturally has different 
components, the action with which the performer achieves sound production in conventional technique is a single one: 
they simply press a key. There are many ways to do so, of course, but the fact remains that this form of sound 
production lacks the separable layers present in the techniques required for the other instruments’. (Hoban 2021, p.1)

But claiming that sound production in the piano is ‘simply’ produced by pressing a key is a truism, 
similar to saying that sound production in the violin is ‘simply’ produced by pressing the bow. 
Under certain circumstances, the string will not sound even if the key is pressed, and the same goes 
for the violin. As is the case with the violin bow, the hand uses a prosthesis, an extension of the 
hand proper, to touch the sound source. Instead of using one for all strings, as is the case with the 
violin, it does use one for each of them. As a result of this interface design, the co-articulation of 
body parts is differently linked to the sound production, but is still decouplable: Pedals and keys, 
key attacks and releases, different modes of playing, participation of different body components, are
all potentially parametrizable in ways analogous to the parametrization of string technique – 
something that Hoban, paradoxically in relation to this passage, does acknowledge and pursue in his
own work-response to Hübler. 

c. expanding touch

All the polyphonically parametrized techniques employed by Hübler and Hoban dialectically 
expand and at the same time constrain the already quite complex notion of touch. This expanded 
touch is infinitely articulated and diffused. It resides not only at the moment of contact between the 
body and the instrument, but in the co-articulated dynamic system between the intelligible symbolic
notation, the sensorimotor patterns that embody it, the interface through which the energy of these 
actions is transmitted to the sound source and the finally produced sound that touches the listener, 
including the performer.  In that sense the performer is touching instantaneously, at one and the 
same time,  the notation, the instrument, the sound and the listener.
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freedom and constraint: cognitive touch and the seeds of the syncope 
in Hübler

Before all subsequent expansions, both works present us with a fantastic variety of touch in the 
narrower terms of articulative, dynamic and pedaling detail. Even if not explicitly, Hoban’s idea of 
ten completely independent fingers is already present in Hübler’s elaborate polyphonic fabric. What
is though more interesting is not this wealth of touch information per se, but rather its dynamic 
development in time, which both liberates but also constrains touch. Let me take a closer look on 
how this dynamic development works in each of the two pieces. All video examples are to be 
accessed in the following link: https://pavlosantoniadis.wordpress.com/2020/10/11/1053/ (accessed 
12.10.2020, use the password: Alektor).

Hübler’s Sonetto LXXXIII del Michelangelo comprises four distinct sections, which vividly 
demonstrate this dialectic between the expansion and the constraining of touch, both at the local and
at the global level of the piece.

The first section, which as already mentioned bares the indication ‘Con passione fanatica (un poco 
indefinito, ma ostinato e ben articolato)’, is the most continuous and polyphonically dense of all 
four, representing in notation and making palpable in performance something of the marble’s 
density and resistance, but also the latent possibilities of an inherent form, which is inevitably to be 
dynamically revealed. The section extends for the first four pages, up to p. 5, until the new, second 
section indicated by the rehearsal letter A and the indication retràtto (retracted).

I start by examining locally the first phrase (bars 1-3, video example 1, 0’11”-  0’24”): In the first 
bar, two basic figures intersect: a singular G#3, short, accented and sforzando, which is repeated 
softer and tenuto in the context of a nine against eight tuplet as the third attack of the bar, and the 
leading tone or chromatic inflection to it, Fx2 a minor ninth lower, indicated with a forte dynamic 
and a wedge and leading to the same G#3, played at yet another softer dynamic (mf), and with yet 
again a different articulation marking, shorter than tenuto and yet longer than the accent or the 
wedge of the first two notes. The two layers are visibly distinct through the direction of the note-
beams – downwards for the 9:8 tuplet and upwards for the 5:4 tuplet. One could think of them, in a 
possible interpretative act, as an echo inside an echo: The G#3 echoed in the 9:8 tuplet, and in its 
strong leading-tone affirmation, which crosses the initial echo.  

Each of these four notes is to be played with a different touch, defined by the aggregate of 
articulation and dynamics markings. The sparsity of the musical texture affords a great degree of 
performative choice as to how to do this. For example, as the single isolated event it is, the first 
sforzando G#3 can be played with a quite dramatic rhetorical gesture of the right hand, employing a
visible arm movement and potentially a great degree of key-noise6 in a harsh attack, which could 
employ one, two or more fingers, even a knuckle. The second note can be played with a different 
touch of the left hand, which should be softer, more penetrating (due to the wedge) but less 
bombastic (as a difference to the relational sfz). It could though also be played with the same hand 
as the first note, although in this approach extra attention about differentiating the two layers single-
handedly would be necessary. The third note is linked conceptually to the first and inside that long 
note a fourth needs to be replayed with a portato staccato touch, and then most likely be re-taken 
(silently depressed), so that the third note’s complete duration is realized as indicated until the end 
of the bar, without altering the fourth note’s character as a light portato. Again, this description of 
my own approach is indicative and should not overshadow the fact, that these notes afford a wealth 
of different approaches by different individuals as to their realization, which equal an active 
exploration of the touch possibilities and relations of the notation. 

6 Key-noise is the noise produced from the impact of the finger on the key, directly related to the amount of mechanical 
energy which does not pass through the mechanism to reach the string and be transformed into sound.

https://pavlosantoniadis.wordpress.com/2020/10/11/1053/
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Now compare this first bar with what follows in the second and third bars: At first sight, the 
articulative and dynamic variety of each individual attack remains constant. But the gradual 
thickening of the texture in terms of pitch and layers both imposes biomechanical constraints, which
limit the performer’s choices as to hand and fingering, and opens up choices in terms of the relative 
hierarchy of the layers and events involved. For example, the repetition of D4, piano and tenuto, in 
bar 3, could be highlighted both in relation to the previous repetition in G# and in view of the 
culminating, accented D4 that is approaching it from above in the upper stave and remains sustained
even after the release of the accentuated last chord of bar 3. Against this D, two triplets, one of 
augmenting intensity and including a dyad and a chord before the D, and one of diminishing 
intensity and staccato, stretching two octaves (E3-C4-B4), challenge the polyphonic capacity of the 
player. Issues of chords voicing and slight desynchronization of the two hands for projecting 
textural clarity may come here into play, but the important point is that all these relations are 
realized in sound through a touch that is co-articulated with the physical grasping of the chords and 
the different layers: For example, the B4 in bar 3 could be played with the third finger of the right 
hand, so that the triplet E3-C4-B4 is shared between the two hands. Physiologically this is 
inevitably a form of touch different from the one of the first bar: The grasping of the texture does 
not allow for the same rhetorical freedom or physical distance from the keyboard as in the 
beginning. The polyphonic physical grasping and the synchronization of the two hands are 
inevitably an organic part of the touch of this passage, which obviously is not any more defined by 
the single variables of articulation and dynamics.

This very sort of dialectic between the articulative variety and its contextualization in texture 
defines the form throughout this first section, as constant expansion and contraction of the notated 
texture and of the co-articulated touch. The guiding thread throughout this and subsequent sections, 
perhaps a metaphor for the sculptor’s chisel in Michelangeli, is repeated notes, ostinati, in different 
speeds, relations and articulations, but always amidst very dense textures, either closely packed, or 
interrupted by dramatic big arm movements and register leaps (indicatively in 00’33”- 00’42” and 
00’44”- 00’52”). Hübler himself has commented on the relative scarcity of the leaps as a ‘lack of 
qualities in the outer register and a focus in the middle register’ (Hübler 1987)7: 

‘The focused penetration of the ‘marble’ and the idea of compact hardness (particularly in sparse, rest-filled 
passages) finds its expression in an almost fixed hand position with only occasional and violent leaps; 
sustained notes held with the fingers as far as possible; very sparing use of the pedal.’ (Translation: Wieland 
Hoban, 2021)

The register expansions of this concentrated texture become more and more violent (esplosando, p. 
4, rehearsal number 5, 01’59” - 02’11”, 02’23” - 02’38”), requiring the gradual coming into play of 
morphokinetic aspects of touch and activation of the upper-arm layer, as another expansion of its 
co-articulated character. The denser the textures, the more constrained the choices of fingering and 
the greater the choices of plastic differentiation through the co-articulation of fingers, hand-grasps 
and arm movements. Those repeated notes and the ostinato character signal also a first instance of 
the syncope mechanism, the perforated touch as pattern of attack and interruption, which will find 
significant developments in both pieces. 

7 Torso-Konzeption bzw. die aus dem konkreten Michelangelo-Sonett abgeleiteten Dauern geben die „Nicht- Form" 
(den Marmorquader), in den sich der plastische Prozeß hineingräbt. : “Da besonders hohe und tiefe Register auf dem 
Klavier nicht mit spezifischen Qualitäten behaftet sind, empfiehlt sich, auf eine anderen Instrumenten analoge 
Verteilung zu verzichten. Besser: Konzentration auf die relativ neutrale (untere) Mittellage. Das konzentrierte 
Eindringen in den „Marmor" und die Vorstellung von kompakter Härte (gerade auch im sparsamen, 
pausendurchzogenen Satz) findet seinen Ausdruck in nahezu fixierter Handposition mit nur gelegentlichen und 
gewaltsamen Sprüngen; möglichst mit den Fingern gehaltenen Haltetönen; sparsamster Pedalgebrauch„ (Hübler 1987, 
p.9). 
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In the second section (rehearsal letter A, retràtto, page 5, 02’23” - 02’38”, until the beginning of the
third section with the rehearsal letter-number B10, page 8), the first section’s basic dialectic 
between almost monophonic and densely polyphonic structures is preserved, albeit in a retracted 
fashion: more sparse, lyrical and contemplative, including long silences between the phrases. This 
section revolves around a single tone mi/E3 (explicit reference to the name Michelangelo, 02’-57” - 
03’11”), which operates almost as a recurring point of departure for more polyphonically 
meticulous but always somehow contained and legato textures, in comparison to the orgiastic 
polyphony of the first section. This mi, still played with a great variety of dynamics and articulation,
irregularly repeated and for the first time trilled (another form of repetition), could be taken to be a 
symbol for Michelangelo’s - or any artist’s indeed – creative subjectivity, that has been revealed out 
of the previous mass of raw material. It also constitutes a new form of interrupted repetition and 
expansion of the idea of repeated notes, the guiding thread of the first section (for a complete list of 
the pitch content of the sequence that leads to the E3, refer to Hoban 2021, p.5). 

I will focus here on two excerpts: First, the long legato phrases of page 6 ( 03’24” - 03’34”) and 
then the trilled repetitions of mi before the rehearsal number 8  (03’43” - 03’56”).

As far as the legato phrases are concerned, the two outer voices sustain long notes, while the two 
middle voices either play highly differentiated counterpoints of chords or repeat the E3. The co-
articulated touch that involves pedaling, differentiation of articulation and dynamics is here a 
fantastic challenge for the pianist, that needs to present the new legato character while preserving 
the previous ben articolato and ostinato character in the middle voices. But please note: The 
vertical co-existence of those characters cannot but be achieved but through co-articulative 
characteristics and is indeed not a literary character, but a character of touch.  

The trills are a multiple foreshadowing: Not only of the important transition to the last section of the
piece, in which they are used as the barren remains of the feverish third section, but also as an 
intertextual characteristic pointing towards Hoban’s transgressing of the limit in what the panting 
STARTS, as will be shown shortly. After the guiding thread of the repeated notes, they constitute yet 
another example of the perforated or syncoptated touch, that will lead to the deconstruction of touch
and linguistic unity, a foreshadowing of death and transfiguration indeed. 

The third section starting at B10 (04’30” - 04’43”) is characterized as ‘con rigore (hart und ohne 
Empfindung)’, meaning: ‘strictly/harshly, hard and without sensibility’. In this, the legato character 
of the previous, retracted section, is brought to an end through the predominance of staccato attacks
with imperatively no pedal use and a form of stumbling, produced by the alteration of forte and 
piano dynamic, complex syncoptated rhythms and over-layering of note repetitions with always 
restricted figures, in the most frozen and physically locked of all passages in the piece. 

In more detail: the first subsection B10 operates as a link to the previous section, still maintaining 
some long legato notes over which the stumbling begins. The second subsection 11 (secco molto et 
sempre staccato, 04’57” - 05’18”) presents us with yet another example of intertextually important 
and central feature, the frozen psychophysical state that will inspire Hoban’s tablature writing. It is 
a three-part polyphony, whereby the alternation of harsh and soft staccato attacks in complex 
rhythms resembles an almost ricercare texture, a form of energetic searching in a limited, 
constrained space. In the immediately next subsection 12, the same texture is filtered with pauses 
and syncoptated, but this time exclusively in forte and harsh attacks. Finally, 13 brings about an 
even sparser, deconstructive notational image of retracted texture, that culminates to the repetition 
anew of E in 14 (05’50” - 06’14”).

Subsection 14 is the introduction to the last section C, indicated as retorico: The superimposition of 
interpolated rhythmic figures creates jagged irregular condensed rhythms with a maximum of 
articulative and dynamic differentiation, which are displaced as blocks over the whole range of the 
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keyboard, some times overlapping, and against which cascading sonorities are gradually released 
are resounding. Hübler has already clarified in the performance notes that these superimpositions 
are to be thought as melodic lines due to their beaming, which remains monodirectional, and which 
means that overlapping of note durations inside each figure is to be avoided. The overlapping is 
instead retained in the case of the cascading chords and their gradual releases, as well as in the 
rhythmic overlapping of the different figure-objects themselves. (06’27” - 06’40”).

This is what in fact Hübler has described as torso character (Hübler 1987)8: Striking is the complete
absence of every ostinato, repetitive figure, which had dominated in the previous three sections. 
The work of the repetitive attacks is here, so to speak, done, and exhausted in the transitional trills. 
What remains out of the process is this prismatic, fragmented, cubist-like almost, but rhetorical 
linear objects, that are viscous and transported all over the keyboard. They retain the ben articolato 
energy of the original material, but have condensed it in these figures floating around silences and 
static sonorities (09’08” - 09’27”). 

At this point, let me resume all the different senses of touch that we have up to this point recognized
in Hübler: At a first level, touch indicates the huge variety of articulation and intensity that 
characterizes each individual attack-point in the timeline of the piece. This touch is regrouped and 
co-articulated in larger units, such as hand-grasps and arm-movements, due to the basic 
biomechanical constraints of the human performing mechanism. Further on, this expanded touch is  
co-articulated through the use of the pedals and the synchronization of the two hands in complex 
musical textures. We call this extension the cognitive touch, in the sense that the performer directly 
touches through this co-articulation at the same time the notation, the instrument and the resulting 
complex sound. Finally, we were able to see touch affectively as character9, which becomes the 
defining feature in the dynamic evolution of the piece: From ostinato and ben articolato (first 
section) to the retràto legato of the second section, to the strict and harsh staccato character of the 
third section and to the final rhetorical torso articulation. This macro-articulation of the musical 
form is still defined in terms of touching, with language (retorico) emerging out of the fanatic 
passion, the indefinite mess of the initial material. Finally, quite prominent are the dynamic aspects 
of touch as interruption or syncope (Nancy): Both at the local level of stumbling irregular rhythms, 
as condensation mechanism in texture, as component of the ostinato perforated character,  and 
macroscopically as the filtering out of the dense polyphony in the silences of the second and the 
fourth sections. 

deconstruction of touch and the syncope as transcendence: Hoban’s 
when the panting STARTS

The dynamic development described above is somewhat reversed in Hoban: Instead of language 
emerging out of raw material, a constrained language explodes and transgresses its material limits.

At a first stage, I will show in detail the further expansion and deconstruction of touch in Hoban’s 
when the panting STARTS, influenced by Hübler’s parametric polyphony techniques and by specific
ideas in the Sonetto. 

8 Der Torso-Charakter wird tatsächlich zum wichtigsten Element im letzten Teil der Komposition. (p.9) Torso-
Konzeption bzw. die aus dem konkreten Michelangelo-Sonett abgeleiteten Dauern geben die „Nicht- Form" (den 
Marmorquader), in den sich der plastische Prozeß hineingräbt. (p.9) kubistisch aufgebrochener Torso und keinesfalls 
saturiert affirmatives „Es ist erreicht" (p.9). Es entsteht ein „überstürzt stolpernder' Rhythmus, in dem kaum zwei Werte 
gleicher Dauer aufeinanderfolgen, und der, verbunden mit der Disposition der Spielarten, der Idee wechselnder 
Oberflächen entspricht.(p.9)
9 Not accidentally, Hübler writes about “Spielarten-Dispositionen“ (Hübler 1987)
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Hoban’s parametrization of fingers and pedals through the multi-layered tablature notation 
described in section 2. generates an array of alienating and potentially physically harmful 
techniques: 

“In some cases, the specification of fingering may appear superfluous, or even inappropriate. It must be borne in mind, 
however, that –beyond all contrapunctal requirements, which would often be impossible to meet without the notated 
fingering- certain fingerings have been chosen in order to influence the actions required to play the corresponding 
passages, in some cases very audibly, in others primarily physically / visually”. (Performance note of the unpublished 
score)

One of Hoban’s privileged impossible actions are trills, both as deconstructed symbols of classic 
virtuosity, but also with reference to Hübler’s trills as forms of syncope, repetition and 
deconstruction of touch:

“Trills between fingers 4 and 5, for example, are intended to exploit the awkwardness of this action, and should always 
be played as fast as POSSIBLE, not as fast as can be rendered fluently; the movement should be faster than 
controllable”. (ibid.)

If trills are still to be found in the realm of classic virtuosity, another example of unorthodox 
technique, finger entanglement, take us to a realm of meta-virtuosity, where efficiency, 
effortlessness and perfection are rendered meaningless:

“Equally, there are passages where the fingers interfere with each other by striking the same keys almost 
simultaneously, or crossing each other in such a way as to interfere considerably with the respective rhythms / figures. 
The resulting entanglement is vital to performance. NO attempt should be made while learning the piece to achieve true 
fluency of execution in such passages, or to play the aforementioned trills as perfectly as conventionally-figured ones. 
Either practice has to be limited accordingly, or the speed of trills must be increased beyond what is digitally feasible. In
other cases, illogical fingerings are specified without any such reason; here, they serve the preservation of a particular 
hand-position, which should remain fixed as long as the notation suggests;” (ibid.)

At this point of his performance note, Hoban evokes Hübler and the already mentioned frozen state 
through hand fixation as the source of these techniques:

“while this can sometimes be justified in practical terms within the larger context of a passage’s textures and fingerings,
it sometimes serves a purely physical / visual purpose, underlining the frozen or mechanical state associated with the 
work’s character and many of its restraints.”

The deployment follows a carefully planned dramaturgy leading to escalation and transcendence:

“From bar 321 until the end, the notation is modified somewhat. Below the staves for the right hand fingers, there is one
marked ‘all fingers’ and one marked ‘heel’; the former contains rhythms for simultaneous attacks with all right-hand 
fingers, superimposed upon their individual rhythms is the staves above. The latter indicates rhythms for the white-key 
clusters played with the heel of the hand, as present throughout the work. Below these staves are those for all three 
pedals, rather than only the left and the right. 

While the tempo and the rhythms of all parts in this final section at times exceed feasibility, the pianist should attempt 
to keep up with them at all costs, sooner sacrificing attacks than lowering the tempo. The tempo here, and also all grace 
notes repetitions,  could be taken as faster than possible. 

In the final moments of the piece, the sound of the pedals must drown out that of the keys; depending on the instrument,
the respective diminuendo and crescendo of the hands and the feet should be calibrated accordingly. It is vital to the 
ending’s expressive character that the pedals are intensely noisy, not giving the impression of a pitchless residue, a 
skeletal trace left over after the fingers’ withdrawal, but rather of an overpowering and transcendence of the finger / 
key / pitch dimension.  
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When the panting STARTS requires a slight preparation of the undamped upper register of the piano. Blu-tak or a 
similar light adhesive gum should be attached to the bridges in such a manner as to ensure no loss of pitch content, but 
rather a tone as close as possible to that of the other strings.” (my italics)

Before examining this escalation in terms of the Derridean/Nancean syncope as limit experience, I 
will now take a closer look at the dynamic development of touch as form in the piece.

The piece’s basic constrained state becomes clear in static polyphonic passages, such as the very 
first phrase (video example 2, bars 1-3, 00’17” - 00’30”): The locked hand position in terms of pitch
is internally differentiated through the ‘mosaic’ of complex rhythms and articulation markings for 
each finger, a form of finger ‘twitching’ directly originating in Hübler’s harsh and without 
sensibility passage of B11. The mp dynamic and the close spacing of the ten-note chord is also 
contributing to a certain bluntness in this initial opening, very appropriate in relation to the 
‘pedantic, yet without confidence’ character. Some initial quasi-percussive punctuations in the 
pedals (for example, a 5:4 rhythm on the last beat of bar 1) are pregnant with meaning: Out of those
initial spasms, the whole architecture of the syncope will soon emerge.

Other forms of punctuation, including white-note clusters with the heel of the hand (starting with 
the second phrase, bar 4, 00’34”) or pedal vibrato (a gesture foreshadowing a literal panting in 
gestural and sonic terms, bar 11, 01’05”) leads to a first arpeggiation figure, always in the limits of 
the hand-grasp (bars 16-31, 01’29” - 01’58”). During this passage, the right hand plays arpeggios 
differentiated in rhythm, dynamics and articulations, over a static and punctuated with clusters 
background.

A real breakthrough from fixation arrives in b.32-33 (01’59” - 02’09”), which features the first 
impossible overlayering of independent actions: The index fingers in both hands play solo melodies 
including one-finger acciacaturas – imagine a single finger playing a black and white key almost 
simultaneously in a glissando snap movement; the thumbs contribute a third line, featuring shared 
tremoli and more acciacaturas; while the outer fingers play punctuated chords and the heels of the 
palms contribute clusters. The simultaneous presentation of the actions is unstable, both in terms of 
repeatability of execution and subsequently in terms of sound result.

The continuation of the piece as to unidiomatic techniques features the alteration of the previous 
two states, the frozen beginning and the impossible polyphony of b. 32-33, in variations and 
occasional dramatic attempts out of the stagnation of fixed hand positions -for example, in a blues 
riff-like upward leap (b. 35, 02’12” - 02’14”) or a heavy chord passage with pointillistic 
acciacaturas (b. 56, 03’22” - 03’38”).

The next breakthrough in terms of touch arrives in bar 84 (04’59”), with non-sensical finger 
entanglements, right before a -by now typical- bar of right hand impossible coarticulation of three 
independent layers (b. 85, 05’09” - 05’15”).

In bar 123 (07’20”) a new impossible action is introduced. It is the first presentation of what Hoban 
characterized in the performance note as the “awkward” trills with fingers five and four, not to be 
practiced or smoothened out but rather to be played in a jerky, desperate way, as fast as possible.

This passage, as well as the following  (b. 129-135, 07’38” - 08’00”) of irregular, even if much 
more feasible, tremoli, leads to the ‘affective centre’ of the piece, the iteration of the melodic motif 
over a trill at the lowest region of the instrument (b. 137-151, 08’00” - 09’06”). Not incidentally, 
this moment marks the middle of the piece and the beginning of an at large developmental second 
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part, until the finale, with the introduction of additional staves for slapping clusters on the right 
hand and violent pedal attacks, eventually overtaking the sound on the strings. 

Other than the development of stumbling panting rhythms and indeterminate results, this second 
part appears even more fragmented formally, with any attempt of organic development being 
abruptly interrupted – another form of the syncope at the macroscopic level leading to an inevitably 
bleak Beckettian ending. 

The second half of the piece begins with a displacement of the right hand to the highest register of 
the instrument, which is slightly prepared with blu-tac, where figures including finger entanglement
are played over the repeated C#4 of the previous section (b. 152-154, 09’06” - 09’23”).

Here are some new techniques in the gradual development of the second part: Fast double ‘panting’ 
pedal tremoli, white cluster tremoli and multiple (painful) acciacaturas ( bars 155-165, 09’24” - 
09’52”); alternating fingers on a single trill and counterpoint of rhythms in the pedals (bars 205-
222, 11’53” - 12’28”);  and what Hoban playfully terms the “chicken dance” (bars 223-240, 12’29” 
- 13’02”): a passage, whereby the pianist is constantly playing micro-melodies of 4-5 trills in both 
hands, while simultaneously rotating the hand outwards around the axis of the trill, in order to play 
with the thumb (!) notes that are higher (lower for the left hand) than the trill. The necessary 
outward contortion of the elbow at the moment of the thumb crossing under the fingers four and 
five lends to this technique its sensational name. Needless to say that this particular action 
completely distorts the fabric of the notated ideas and the flow of the performance.

Further cases of very uncomfortable finger entanglement and elbow contortion (bars 295-306, 
16’51”- 17’34”) and a fantastic polyphonic cadenza in the left hand (bars 317-320, 18’26” - 18’32”)
leading to the grand finale of the piece. As already underlined, the addition of more staves for the 
right hand serves the addition of more layers of independent actions in the form of white and black 
clusters that interfere with the finger actions. The increasing activity of the feet, in the form of snap 
attacks, overtakes the string sound (bars 321-330, 18’34”-18’55”).

Summarizing: What in Hübler emerges from fanatic passion, indefinite material and results in the 
abstraction of language, takes in Hoban the inverse form of a literal deconstruction of normative 
touch, in the sense that noise components start entering the frame, in the sense of deconstruction of 
the co-articulation and cognitive touch, all that developing into an uncontrollable vortex which 
takes over the player and leads from the initial pedantic character to a non-linguistic transgressing 
through not only the physical, exhaustive evocation of panting, but also the role of trills, pedals 
tremolos and all similar phenomena of rapid articulation and syncope. 

We pass now to the second theme of this presentation of touch, sublimation through effort.

Talking about laughter in Nancy as the model per se of syncope, the interruption of contact and the 
patterns that emerge out of that, Derrida writes:

“Laughter can ensure the conditions of possibility for contentment (consciousness for reason) only through a sinking 
[perte]  into pleasure, the syncope of and in pleasure itself. One cannot identify this jolt or shaking with the continual
and progressive throb of a discourse machine [machine de discours],  precisely: instead, the jolt disinsures such a 
discourse-and laughter communicates with literature.” (Derrida 2005, p. 38)

Such collapse of discourse in laughter and panting is indeed one of the most secure transcendences 
of figurative representation:
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"[T]he singular mode of the presentation of a limit is that this limit must be reached, must come to be touched: one must
change sense, pass from sight to tact. This is, in fact, the sense of the word sublimitas: what stays just below the limit, 
what touches the limit (limit being conceived, in terms of height, as absolute height).Sublime imagination touches the 
limit, and this touch lets it feel 'its own powerlessness’." (ibid. p. 105)

And the reaching of sublimation, just touching the limit, is inextricably linked to effort:

“If presentation takes place above all in the realm of the sensible to present is to render sensible - sublime imagination is
always involved in presentation insofar as this imagination is sensible. But here sensibility no longer comprises the 
perception of a figure but rather the arrival at the limit. More precisely, sensibility is here to be situated in the 
imagination's sentiment of itself when it touches its limit. The imagination feels itself passing to the limit. It
feels itself, and it has the feeling of the sublime in its "effort" (Bestrebung), impulse, or tension, which makes itself felt 
as such when the limit is touched, in the suspension of the impulse, the broken tension, the fainting or fading of a
syncopation”(ibid. p. 110)

It becomes now clear, that the notion of physical effort and exhaustion in Hoban, a notion emerging 
out of a highly discursive form of notational complexity rather than some form of imposed 
theatrical quality or acting out of the performer, constitutes a final meaning of touch, namely a 
sublime touch that is transcending language, figurality and visuality.

Wieland Hoban achieves a dramatic discursive form through the employment of unstable and 
fragile actions, both in themselves and even more in their unpredictable and highly personalized 
interactions. The expressive power of the work is elicited not only from the surface effects of these 
highly alienating actions, but even more importantly through their coarticulation in space as over-
layering and in time as causality and eventually meaning, a form of language after the end of 
language itself.  

d. explorative and dynamic touch

The dynamic exploration of piano touch presented above and its evolution in terms of musical form 
inevitably affect the learning process of those two pieces. 

In previous work (Antoniadis 2018, Antoniadis & Chemero 2020) I have developed a theory of 
embodied navigation of complex notation. Its main claim is that, instead of abstractly understanding
and interpreting notation before acting, performers are constantly and physically interacting with it. 
This action-perception loop during learning and performance is based on the detection of 
affordances for action (after Gibson 1979) and of material constraints, which are equally symbolic 
and physical. In that sense, notation constitutes a symbolic environment inextricably connected to 
and shaped by the physical environment – the body, the instrument and the acoustic space. 

But what sort of information is directly available in this environment? This previous work had 
focused on the morphokinetic properties of the pianist’s physical movement in relation to notation 
and annotation: How do the visual properties of gesture reshape notation and make it intelligible for
the performer in an embodied way? The issue has already been dealt with here in section 3c. 
through the co-articulative nature of touch and its cognitive dimension: The dynamic, in-time 
amalgamation of notated parameters into a single expanded touch, including both the moment of 
impact and the sensorimotor patterns that enable it, but also constrained by the symbolic textures 
being realized and dynamically developed in time, reveals the cognitive extension of touch. Since 
the constraints refer invariably to both the symbolic over-layering and to the biomechanics of the 
human performing mechanism, the performer is literally touching and indeed shaping or hewing 
Hübler’s and Hoban’s notation. This is a dynamic process extending through time, the time of 
learning and performance; it is cognitive in the sense that it is indispensable in shaping the 
performer’s understanding of the score.
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But the focus on touch can take us further towards a genuinely anti-ocularcentric and anti-
representational direction: Unlike movement, touch is only partly conveyable visually. What sort of 
non-visual information may be contained in the hybrid symbolic and physical environment of piano 
performance?

Haptic perception through dynamic touch has been a very active but rather unknown field of study 
in cognitive science. In his overview, Anthony Chemero (Chemero 2009, pp. 154-160) has focused 
on work by Shockley, Carello, and Turvey (2004), who define a touch-specific affordance called 
moveability. 

According to this research, common illusions in the perception of objects through touch, such as the
size-weight illusion10, can be addressed not through a supposed erroneous computation, or 
judgement of the object’s weight as analogous to its size, but through touch-specific information 
directly accessible in the object. To show this, Amazeen and Turvey (1996) experimented with the 
so-called tensor objects: Those are specially designed objects of identical shape, size and overall 
weight, which is however distributed in different parts of the object. The different distribution of 
weights produced different moments of inertia when the subjects attempted to wield them, whether 
having visual contact with them, or even when the objects were occluded and the subjects could 
only feel them. As a result, the researchers showed that humans perceive correctly the weight 
through the object’s inertial potential as felt on their wrists. The point of Shockley, Carello and 
Turvey is that this inertial potential, or as they call it moveability of an object, is a touch-specific 
affordance: information available in the environment, into which humans can tap through dynamic 
touch.

Given the various physical resistances in the works under examination, and in the light of this 
theory, it makes sense to say that the pianist is definitely experiencing different forms of inertia in 
her attempt to move through the hybrid symbolic and physical environment. This inertia is certainly
related to both textural density, felt in the co-articulative tensions of different layers, and to the 
physical extremity, in actions such as the ones employed by Hoban. In that sense, musical notation 
in itself, combined always with the biomechanical characteristics of the human body and of the 
instrument, contains information that is not only encoded symbolically, visually or aurally, but also 
in terms which are specific to, and become only available by, its dynamic exploration through 
touch. 

e. touching the listener

My discussion of the multiple senses of touch in Hübler and Hoban would remain incomplete were 
it not to include a word on performer-listener communication. How are these compositional forms 
of parametric complexity eventually transmitted to the listener? In the beginning of section 3., I 
described them as materializations of extra-musical references in the form of psychophysical 
resistances and expansions of the performer’s touch. Are they codified as intelligible meanings to be
understood or are they literally, non-metaphorically, touching the listener? And if so, how could that
be possible in the absence of physical contact between performer and listener?

Letting aside the fact that direct cross-modal correspondences between touch and sight have already
been documented (Blakemore 2005) in the context of mirror neuron research (Rizzolatti 2002), that 

10 Given two objects of equal mass, people (both children and adults) judge the one with a smaller diameter to be 
heavier. For example,  they judge a comparatively small pound of lead to be heavier than a comparatively large pound 
of feathers.
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is, the listener may be feeling touch just because of seeing it, we will rather pursue the ecological 
idea that touch as action is encoded in the different modalities involved in the communication.

In his Embodied Music Cognition (Leman 2008), Marc Leman has proposed a model of musical 
communication between performers and listeners, based on what he terms corporeal articulations. 
Corporeal articulations are bodily movements that encode the performer’s musical intentions and 
become transmitted to the listener in the form of biomechanical energy through a mediator: the 
musical instrument. 

First, the performer’s biomechanical energy is transferred to the instrument, a part of it transformed 
into sound and another part bounced back as haptic feedback. This haptic feedback, in combination 
with sonic and visual feedback, creates a closed loop, which is crucial for the performer’s control of
the instrument and for the illusion of body transparency, the fact that the instrument feels as a 
prosthetic extension proper of the body. 

Then, the performer transmits the sonic and visual energy to the listener, who can decode its 
meaning through mirror processes, meaning the imitation, explicit or implicit, of the original 
corporeal articulations and her mimetic resonance to them. This model allows for a great 
interpretational latitude, in that corporeal articulations may carry semantic meanings that are 
different for the performer and the listener, but universal in their sensory materiality.

In the light of this theory, my enactive conception of touch allows for its non-metaphorical, 
energetic transmission to the listener, beyond the narrower sense of the performer’s haptic feedback.

First, touch is transmitted in terms of movement co-articulation. As discussed in 3b. and in 3c., the 
modes of tactile contact in piano playing are hardly decouplable from co-articulated bodily 
movement and from the design of the instrument as a prosthesis to the pianist’s body. For example, 
the normative legato touch cannot be considered aside from a proper synchronization of the several 
anatomic parts, which allows for a certain pattern of energy transmission to the hammers and the 
dampers of the instrument. In that sense, touch is an organic, inextricable part of what Leman calls 
corporeal articulations. 

Second, we defined piano touch in terms of its multimodal diffusion. Beyond the stimulation of 
tactile mechanoreceptors, the qualities of touch as movement are codified in other modalities, 
predominantly sound and vision. Remember here, for example, Hoban’s assertion in his 
performance note, that most of his unorthodox techniques are intended to influence playing in an 
audible, visual and kinesthetic way. The expanded palette of touch in these actions is not only felt 
by the performer, through the resistance they induce, but also by the listener, through the 
transmission of their multimodal blueprint.

Finally,  touch in the sense of limit experiences is transmitted through the listener’s empathetic 
resonance and mimetic interaction. The physical constraining of the performer in both Hübler and 
even more so in Hoban programmatically requires physical effort against the imposed resistances, 
which is literally felt and re-enacted by the listener. Moreover, this social dimension is further 
amplified by the bodily co-existence of many listeners in the same physical space, an idea initially 
developed by Maurice Merleau-Ponty under the notion of intercorporeality (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 
Bocalli 2019).

In short, the cross-modal qualities of touch, the visual components of the related actions and the 
empathetic resonance to the exerted effort do not require a semantic representation of the 
psychophysical resistances, but create the conditions for a primordial experiencing by the listener.
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4. Conclusion: ‘Quand nos yeux se touchent, fait-il jour ou fait-il 
nuit?’
In this, I proposed a comparative analysis of two contemporary piano works from the viewpoint of 
touch. Touch is considered not only in its basic haptic dimension, but rather in an enactive 
conception, which acknowledges its co-articulation with movement, instrument design, notation and
sound as its dominant characteristic. This proposition does little to offer reassuring clarity: Like 
Hoban’s ‘pedantic, yet without confidence’ beginning, touch remains always an obscure and 
diffused sense that lives on the limit of extreme experiences, despite its modest origins in passive 
tactility.  

The pieces in question, Hübler’s Sonetto LXXXIII del Michelangelo and Hoban’s when the panting 
STARTS, may share material references, techniques and ideas, but their spirit in realization is quite 
distinct: Hübler achieves the touch’s exit to language, even a fragmented, torso-like one, as opposed
to Hoban, whose initial pedantic touch is masterfully driven to extinction. The confusion of touch is
encoded in the graffiti on a wall in Paris that attracted Derrida’s attention, ‘as if it had travelled 
from the shores of a different language’ (Derrida 2005, p.4): When our eyes touch, is it day or is it 
night? Do eyes really touch the untouchable? And if they do, is it the day of language, as in Hübler, 
or the night of death and transfiguration, as in Hoban?
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