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The man bent over his guitar,
A shearsman of sorts. The day was green.
They said, ‘You have a blue guitar,
You do not play things as they are.’
The man replied, ‘Things as they are
Are changed upon the blue guitar.’
And they said then, ‘But play, you must,
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves,
A tune upon the blue guitar
Of things exactly as they are.’
Wallace Stevens, “The Man with the Blue Guitar”
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Summary
Soundpainting is the method of "live composition" invented by New Yorkbased composer and saxophonist Walter Thompson. Using physical gestures
for the spontaneous creation of music, Soundpainting therefore shares
similarities with other types of gesture-based systems for music performance,
such as orchestral conducting. Thompson himself (2006) describes his
Soundpainting system as a "universal live composing sign language for the
performing and visual arts," and therefore Soundpainting can be considered
as a subset of other communication systems such as verbal and written
language, kinesics, and paralanguage.
This thesis outlines the general principles of Soundpainting as a system for
setting into motion spontaneously created music. The author's aim is to
describe Soundpainting in relation to the linguistic turn in Thompson's own
definition. This opens the way to a sociosemiotic analysis, in which it is
susceptible to examination in the light of some theories of language that have
emerged in the course of the twentieth century.
A theoretical framework is developed drawing on the work of such pioneers of
semiotics as Saussure and Peirce, as well as the later work in philosophy of
language of Wittgenstein, Barthes, Eco, Derrida, and others. The eclectic
concerns of Soundpainting suggest situating Thompson's language in the
context of current debates in critical theory about tonality, jazz, and
improvisation as strategies for constructing identity. Soundpainting, by
demonstrating that musical signification can be negotiated through
consensus, problematizes the convention of the composer as the sole
legitimating authority of the work.
Considering Soundpainting as a processual activity, this dissertation outlines
the general principles of Soundpainting as a system for the spontaneous
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creation of music. Emphasizing the process-based character of Soundpainting
(and its affinity with other forms of improvised music) suggests that such
categories of musical activity need to be studied from a different vantage point
from that of historical musicology.

Keywords
Communication, Conducting, Critical theory, Experimental music, Free
Improvisation, Musicking, Philosophy of Language, Semiotics, Soundpainting,
Wittgenstein.

Notes to the reader
The author wishes to explain in advance a few conventions regarding proper
names and references as used in this doctoral study. When the author cites a
name such as Ferdinand de Saussure or Michel de Certeau in full,
subsequent references will be cited as Saussure and Certeau.
Wittgenstein's writings are normally cited by title and paragraph number, not
by page number. To alert the reader to this, the author uses the symbol <§>.
A citation from Philosophical Investigations aphorism 9 is then understood as
(Wittgenstein), PI §9. The author follows this convention also with regard to
writings of Debord as cited.
Gestures in the Soundpainting language are indicated by enclosure within
these symbols <>, as in the <long tone> gesture.
The whole gamut of musics known as "classical" is defined as largely tonal,
notationally based music of the common practice period, dating from the time
of Bach until the end of the nineteenth century, and is abbreviated WEAM (for
Western European Art Music), after Conrad Cork's "felicitous acronym for
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Western European Art Music" (Collier 1998:11).
For convenience, the author provides a glossary (section 1.10), following the
convention that the first time such a term is introduced, it is placed in bold
italics, indicating that a further definition is available in the glossary.

