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Architecture of scattered life: a
performer’s analysis of Elided

Dilapidations (after C.P.E. Bach)

Pavlos Antoniadis

Οἱ ἰδέες ποὺ παραδέχουμαι ἕχουν σῶμα καὶ ὐπόσταση, 

καὶ γι᾽αὐτὸ τὶς λὲω σκοτεινὲς. 

Ἁνεβαίνουν ἀπὀ μἐσα μας καὶ ἐκρήγνυνται σὰν ἄνθη στὸν ἔξω κὸσμο. 

Μὴν πιστέψετε μόνο ποτὲ ὄτι κόβοντας τὰ λουλούδια συναποκομίζετε καὶ τὸ μέγα μυστήριο τῆς ἀγἀπης ποὺ τἀ γεννᾶ.1

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I offer a performer’s analysis of James Erber’s solo piano work Elided Dilapidations
(after C.P.E. Bach), on the occasion of his forthcoming seventieth-birthday anniversary in 2021. 
Composed in 2014-15 and published by Composers Edition2, the piece marks my acquaintance with
James in London in 2013. This encounter has not only led to the composition and very honouring 
dedication of Elided Dilapidations, but also to my further study of James’ singular musical world 
and, last but not least, to a rare friendship.  

This analysis draws on my experience with the piece: having already learned and performed it 
twice3, I will be revisiting it for the seventieth_birthday anniversary concert at Area Sismica, Forli, 
Italy (April 2021). In this new fold of the learning trajectory, my approach has been significantly 
enriched by access to composition sketches, with which James has been kind enough to entrust me 
during the Covid-19 spring lockdown in 2020.

Next to hands-on experience, the article draws on previous musicological research exploring the 
intersection of piano performance, music analysis, cognitive science and interactive technologies 
for the modeling of physical movement in performance. In particular, I employ my theory of 
embodied interaction with complex notation, known as embodied navigation (Antoniadis 2018, 

1“The ideas that I value the most have body and essence, that’s why I call them dark. They emerge from the inside and 
explode like blossoms outside. Just don’t come to believe that by plucking the flowers you could also participate in the 
great mystery of love that brings them to life”.  Nikos-Gavriil Pentzikis (1963), Architektoniki tis skorpias zoes 
(Architecture of scattered life). Athens: Ikaros
2 http://composersedition.com/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-c-p-e-bach/ (accessed 24.11.2020)
3 I premiered the work at Yamanashi Gakuin University, Kofu, Japan, in the context of the Music and the Brain 
symposium organized by Prof. Dr. Alexander Sigman in 2016. A second performance at the Sonic Arts Research Centre,
Belfast University in 2018, was made possible thanks to the invitation by Prof. Dr. Zeynep Bulut. A sound recording of 
the second performance is available at: https://soundcloud.com/katapataptwsi/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-
cpe-bach2014-2015 (accessed 24.11.2020)

http://composersedition.com/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-c-p-e-bach/
https://soundcloud.com/katapataptwsi/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-cpe-bach2014-2015
https://soundcloud.com/katapataptwsi/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-cpe-bach2014-2015
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Antoniadis & Chemero 2020). Informed by ecological psychology4 and dynamic systems theory5, 
this theory enables a dynamic conception of the musical score as a state-space of affordances for 
action. Its main hypothesis is that the static composer’s score is actively transformed during a 
learning process grounded on physical movement and sound. Such an approach differs from the 
traditional reproduction model (Cook 2013): it challenges both the idea of fixed mental 
representations guiding instrumental technique, and the idea of interpretation as a vague space of 
personalized deviation from a score of crystal clear compositional intentions. Instead, this theory 
posits a diachronic and malleable process, during which the notational image is constantly being 
reshaped and multimodally transfigured through the performer’s embodied interaction with it. In 
this sense, it is opposed to both a literary interpretation and a purely systematic musicological 
analysis.

After some general remarks, I will focus on the embodied interaction with complex rhythm and 
polyphonic texture. In closing, I discuss how the performer can grasp the work’s elusive form as 
revealed in the composer’s sketches. 

GENERAL REMARKS

In his short note, James Erber inscribes the composition of Elided Dilapidations (after C.P.E Bach) 
in his ongoing preoccupation with early music and with the dialectics of time, memory and 
perception, manifested in the interplay between continuity and discontinuity: 

Two of the leitmotifs running through my work are the effect of time on memory and perception, and the 
creation (however illusory) of a fragile continuity from discontinuity. My large-scale ‘Traces’ Cycle for solo 

flute (1991-2006) is perhaps the best illustration of the former tendency, while the latter is typified by Music 
for 25 Solo Strings (Epitomaria-Glosaria-Commentaria) and åNeM (1996) for solo piano.

Like Music for 25 Solo Strings and åNeM (based respectively on a motet by William Byrd and an organ work 
by the 17th Century Neapolitan composer Giovanni Maria Trabaci), this piece makes use of pre-existing 

musical material. In this case, seven fragmentary and radically differentiated versions of the Andante from 
C.P.E. Bach’s 4th Württemberg sonata are segmented and interleaved. Their juxtaposition creates the 

impression of an object viewed from different angles, different distances and different perspectives, prompting 
a constant revaluation of an original, which remains tantalisingly out of earshot.

I also like to think that the piece is not simply an acknowledgement of my long-standing interest in C.P.E 
Bach, but can be seen as a symbol of the welcome critical re-interpretation of his music over the past 50 years, 

as well as recognising his well-documented interest in philosophy, aesthetics and music theory.

The very title of the work hints at the generative processes of those seven versions of the original 
Andante, which articulate the form of the piece: Elision, that is the act of omitting or literally 
‘crushing out’ (according to the latin etymology elidere) material, a term usually employed in 
linguistics as the omission of one or more sounds in a word or phrase; and dilapidation, as the state 
or process of falling into decay, usually associated with old buildings. 

4 Ecological psychology is the science of interactions between organisms and their environment. Drawing on James J. 
Gibson’s work (Gibson 1979),  the musical score is conceived as an environment to be navigated by the performer. This
environment consists of affordances, that is of relations, or couplings, between the features of the musical score and the 
abilities of the pianist. The perceived features of the score are invitations to action, given proper abilities. The 
perception of these action-oriented features is posited to be direct, evading mental computations and mental 
representations (Antoniadis & Chemero 2020, pp. 13-15).
5 Dynamic systems theory is the theory of systems that change over time. Such systems comprise multiple parameters, 
or variables, which are non-linearly coupled to each other. The behavior of such systems is often very complex and its 
mathematical modeling results in complete maps of all possible states of the system, called state-spaces.  These state-
spaces can predict the behavior of the system, given certain variables (Antoniadis & Chemero, pp. 13-15).
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The deconstructive potential of these states and actions is manifested through a wide variety of 
compositional techniques, both in relation to the original Andante and to the inside time6 articulation
of the seven versions mentioned by Erber. Such techniques include pitch omissions and 
transpositions, rhythmic transformations and overlayerings, as well as the segmentations and 
interleavings of the seven individual versions. 

While some of these features will not remain unexamined, my focus here will rather be on how the 
learning processes and the performance of the piece can better reflect this deconstructive character: 
How can the pianist project the fragile continuity of a fragmented original that remains 
“tantalisingly out of earshot”, to use Erber’s expression? What are the performer-specific means that
render palpable the ungraspable, transitory, elusive character of the abstract musical ideas? 

I will start with an analysis of the features that are directly accessible in the score, before engaging 
with the poetic fragmentation of the material and the new approach that this knowledge allows for. 

All the examples in the form of files, videos and images are to be accessed at: 
https://pavlosantoniadis.wordpress.com/2020/11/16/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-c-p-e-
bach-a-performers-analysis/ using the password: sarabanda%3 (accessed 24.11.2020).

FORM, TEXTURE, RHYTHM

The original score of Elided Dilapidations (after C.P.E Bach) consists of 27 sections, the 
beginnings of which are indicated with Arabic numerals. 

The first level of inside time articulation is defined by the alternation of two types of material: A 
three-part polyphonic texture with a pulse of a quaver equaling 60 beats per minute, arranged in 
complex interlocking rhythms and with great dynamic differentiation between the parts (vertically) 
and between the phrases in each part (horizontally); and another three-part texture, which is 
strikingly slower (quaver equaling 25 beats per minute), marked as ‘ethereally mechanical’ in its 
first appearance, lacking any sort of nested tuplets, the rhythms being more straightforwardly 
related to the basic pulse and the dynamic evolution of phrases more uniform and linear. 

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 1, 0’05’’ – 0’26”: compare section 1 to section 11)

The relation between those two situations remotely resembles that of a traditional rondo: The 
refrains correspond to the ‘ethereally mechanical’ and rhythmically straightforward sections and the
couplets to the most elusive material, with the crucial difference that what is repeated is no singular 
theme, but rather a type of musical material. 

This alternation offers us a first glimpse into the form of the piece, which can be articulated as 
follows:

1-10 (couplet 1)

6 This is a reference to Iannis Xenakis’ distinction between inside time and outside time materials in his essay on 
symbolic music (Xenakis 1992). Despite the fact that mathematical formalization of musical materials does not feature 
in Erber’s array of compositional techniques, the distinction between inside – outside time applies here both to Erber’s 
interleaving techniques and to the performer’s treatment of the material during learning and performance: The original 
Andante and the seven derivative versions constitute outside time materials that are permutable inside the time of the 
performance.

https://pavlosantoniadis.wordpress.com/2020/11/16/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-c-p-e-bach-a-performers-analysis/
https://pavlosantoniadis.wordpress.com/2020/11/16/james-erber-elided-dilapidations-after-c-p-e-bach-a-performers-analysis/
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11 (refrain 1)

12-15 (couplet 2)

16 (refrain 2)

17-20 (couplet 3)

21 (refrain 3)

22-24 (couplet 4)

25 (refrain 4)

26 (couplet 5)

27 (refrain 5)

It becomes clear that the number of segments before each new refrain is diminishing steadily, from 
10 to 4 to 3 to 1 – an indication, perhaps, that the continuity and coherence of the refrain sections is 
slowly but firmly establishing itself in the course of the piece. In this sense, it marks the emergence 
of the fragile continuity out of the discontinuity that Erber hints at in his preface.

A second level of inside time articulation concerns the couplets. The generally legato character of 
the first one (1-10), no matter how fragile and constantly interrupted, is in the course of the piece 
increasingly infiltrated with new forms of touch (for example, occasional trills, staccati, the tenuti 
starting at 15) and with rests and silences (emphatically in 18, 22-24 and 26). The latter break up the
previous legato phrases into short motifs, as if the lines of the beginning were in decay.

The third level of inside time articulation concerns the dynamic development of individual couplets,
their inner life. The open-voiced initial condition (as the two parts piano in 1/ b.1) is soon 
complexified (for example, through the introduction of the middle voice with the Ab4 in b.2). It is 
also obfuscated through different techniques: dynamic layering of the parts; the textural 
entanglement through the repetition of common pivotal tones echoing in different parts (such as the 
Ab4 and F#4, b.2); the shifting rhythmic complexity; the introduction of smaller note values, before
coming back to a standstill defined by basic harmonic pillars (as in the beginnings of bars b. 3, b. 4, 
b. 6). New expansions and new elements of complexification are each time coming into play (for 
example, the trill introduced in b. 4) before the closing augmentation of note values in bars 5 and 6, 
granting this first section with a clear arc: 

A / b.1 (static), B1-3 / b. 2-4 (3 times expansion-contraction), C / b. 5-6 (closure). 

Similar architectures of contractions and expansions are palpable throughout the couplet sections.

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 2, 0’28’’ – 0’39”: Structure of the first couplet (section 1). Please 
note: The three sections A, B, C (pink boxes); the repeated notes in different parts (purple ellipses); 
the shifting rhythmic complexity (13-, 14-, 15- and 16-tuplets in pink, green, red and orange boxes 
respectively, usually in couples, with the exception of the climax B3 which features a triple 
14:15:16 over-layering; the vertical and horizontal dynamic differentiation (pp cyan, p blue, mp 
yellow, mf orange, F pink, FF purple)
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EMBODIED NAVIGATION

Moving on from these initial observations, I would like to show the dynamic and embodied 
interaction with several layers of temporal and textural organization in the course of learning.

My main methodological tools are two concepts I developed in previous work: the first is the notion
of embodied layers and the second is that of intentionality nodes.

Embodied layers equally draw from theories of music co-articulation (Godøy 2011) and traditional 
piano pedagogy (Sándor 1981), representing the ways notation is regrouped in relation to physical 
movement. I have distinguished three notational layers: the finger-layer, corresponding to the 
score’s original pitch content; the grasp-layer, including pitch formations that can be physically 
grasped (hand positions); and the arm-layer, defined by the displacement of the upper arm (change 
of hand position). 

In that sense, the opening bars of Elided Dilapidations could be regrouped as follows:

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 3, 0’40’’ – 0’49”: Blue numbers, ellipses and arrows represent 
respectively fingers, hand positions and displacements for the right hand; orange elements represent
embodied layers for the left hand)

Now, it becomes clear that this physical grouping does not always coincide with the musical 
grouping. Or, to use dynamic systems terminology, there is a decoupling between the phrase 
groupings and the physical groupings.

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 4, 0’50” – 0’59”: The purple asterisks indicate the points of 
decoupling between phrase groupings and physical groupings)

In addition to this decoupling of primary layers, there are other parameters that come into play. For 
example, in the domain of rhythm, the deciphering of tuplets with an absent beat according to 
mediation techniques (Cox 1992) produces the following representation:

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 5, 01’00” –  01’07’’: Brown lines indicate quaver beats, marked 
also with pink numbers; decimals indicate the position of each note inside the beat; red boxes 
indicate notes on the beat; blue boxes indicate notes with simple relations to the beat; green lines 
and boxes indicate simultaneous attacks not on the beat)

The idea of mediation techniques is that, instead of learning the actual rhythms, the performer uses 
heuristics, such as the ones shown above, to facilitate the co-ordination of the parts. Those different 
layers are rather navigated with fluctuating degrees of resolution than correctly and precisely 
reproduced, granting Erber’s temporal organization with an inherent fragility and indeterminacy.

Finally, other parameters such as articulation and dynamics can be remodeled.

In that sense, the score resembles a stratified layered network of variables, which I call 
intentionality nodes, referring to the intentions of the composer. Each point in the timeline is a node 
of convergence of several layers of information that change over time. Each node’s special ‘weight’ 
depends on the amount of changing parameters that converge into it.
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Rather than tracking the ensemble of parameters analyzed above, the performer is prioritizing nodes
according to their relevant weight (for a similar approach in performance analysis, see also Caron, 
Bisesi and Traube (2019) on ‘structural accents’).

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 6, 01’07’’ – 01’21’’: Each note as a node belonging to multiple 
layers of variables, including section and phrase structure, embodied layers, rhythm mediation 
techniques, dynamics)

The idea of embodied navigation, then, refers to the interaction between those layers and the 
prioritization given to specific nodes, as a modeling of interpretative choices on the part of the 
performer.

Such modeling is also computationally feasible. Indeed, in previous work we have modeled the 
pianist’s movement on the basis of inertial sensors and technologies for motion capture7:

(video ‘examples 1-7’, example 7, 01’22” – 01’31”: Computational modeling of intentionality 
nodes through multimodal data in Mark Andre’s Contrapunctus, p. 1. In the left side, each note 
carries several symbols, which represent different parameters, including articulation and dynamics. 
In the right side, those parameters have been mapped into a representation of multimodal data, 
audio (on top) and gestural signals (3D accelerometers and 3-axis gyroscopes, bottom part). The 
blue ellipses in both parts represent the grasp-layer of the notation.)

In that sense, the performer is literally touching and manipulating notation through the couplings 
and decouplings of physical co-articulation to the notated musical material. The result of this 
manipulation is indeed the audible interpretation of the passage,  rather than a singular result fixed 
in stone. The projection of a fragile continuity at the local level depends on the constant plastic 
renegotiation of this interaction according to a fine ecology of different acoustical spaces, 
instruments, audiences and physical or mental dispositions of different performers. The fragility of 
the continuity is ensured by the intersection of these parametrical lines in performance as much as 
in compositional practice.

SKETCHES

Beyond embodied navigation at the local level of the piece, my access to the initial materials 
allowed for further insights concerning the articulation of the macroform of the piece.

Generally speaking, the structure of couplets and refrains presented above is the result of the 
interaction (segmentation and interleaving) between seven individual versions, corresponding to 
different rhythmic profiles of the Andante. Those versions are reconstructed in the following videos,
on the basis of the video recording of my performance at SARC, Belfast (‘video of performance at 
SARC, Belfast’).

The first three videos (‘version 1’, ‘version 2’, ‘version 3’) represent the three central versions 
which are interleaved. The first version consists of sections 1, 4, 7 and 10 (marked by Erber as 1/i, 
1/ii, 1/ii and 1/iv). The second one consists of sections 2, 5, 8, 12 and 15 (2/i – 2/v). The third 
version consists of sections 3, 6, 9, 13, 17, 19, 22 (3/i – 3/vii).

7 Earlier work is being used to demonstrate this computational modeling, since the collection of multimodal data for 
Erber’s Elided Dilapidations was impossible due to the current Covid-19-related restrictions in accessing the necessary 
infrastructure.
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The next three videos (‘version 4’, ‘version 5’, ‘version 6’) are derivatives of ‘version 3’: Version 4 
consists of sections 14 and 23 (4/i and 4/ii), version 5 consists of sections 18 and 24 (5/i and 5/ii) 
and version 6 consists of sections 20 and 26 (6/i and 6/ii).

The final video is the version made of all the refrains (‘version 7’), which is the closest to the 
rhythmic structure of the original Andante. It consists of sections 11, 16, 21, 25, 27.

In my current preparation for a new performance of Elided Dilapidations, I am learning each of 
these versions, assigning them the status of individual pieces, before going back to their assemblage
into the original piece.

On the basis of Erber’s sketches, the interlocking of the fragments in the final piece is represented 
as follows:

(1/i, 2/i, 3/i), (1/ii, 2/ii, 3/ii), (1/iii, 2/iii, 3/iii), 1/iv

7/i (refrain 1)

(2/iv, 3/iv, 4/i), 2/v

7/ii (refrain 2)

3/v, 5/i, 3/vi, 6/i

7/iii (refrain 3)

3/vii, 4/ii, 5/ii

7/iv (refrain 4)

6/ii

7/v (refrain 5)

A graphic representation of the interleaving may be accessed in the website with color-coding of the
original score (image ‘score of versions’): pink for version 1, blue for version 2, green for version 3,
different touches of green for the derivative versions 4-6, and purple for version 7.

Important to note is that each of the refrains essentially marks the elimination of one of the 
fragments: The first refrain the elimination of version nr. 1, the second of nr. 2 etc.  

Hence, the general dynamic line detected in the beginning, that is the filtering out and decay of 
material at the score level, is also reflected at a deeper hierarchical level.

CONCLUSION

In closing, in this chapter I analyzed several layers of organization in James Erber’s Elided 
Dilapidations (after C.P.E. Bach). Having examined form, texture and rhythm, I then re-organized 
the score in parametrical layers of intentionality nodes in interaction with embodied layers and I 
reconstructed the seven versions mentioned in Erber’s preface, in video and graphic form, on the 
basis of Erber’s sketches.
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The most urgent task facing Erber’s performer is the projection of the fragile dialectics between 
continuity and discontinuity both locally and globally: locally through the embodied interaction 
with a musical score, whose complexity undermines clear mental representability, opening up 
various interaction paths rather than tracing a singular image; and globally, through the dramatic 
pacing of the interleaving of the original versions and the effective projection of a double dialectic, 
which consists of the emergence of the refrain against the decaying couplets.
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