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“Music, in performance, is a type of
sculpture. The air in the performance is
sculpted into something,” Frank Zappa
suggested in The Reaf Frank Zappa Book.
Eva-Maria Houben's works for flutes

and pipe organ, on her new release Air,
do indeed have the shaped and moulded
feel of sculptural processes within

time. Yet Houben scarcely conforms to
Zappa's definition of the composer as “a
guy who goes around forcing his will on
unsuspecting air molecules, often with the
assistance of unsuspecting musicians”.
There is no hint of coercion in her music,
but a strong sense of musicians and
instruments working together, with air as
their shared medium.

Zappa’s image of the strident composer,
wading into static air and wilfully generating
“atmospheric perturbations” needs to
be set in context. Physicist James Jeans,
in his classic 1937 study Science And
Music, pointed out that if the air molecules
that exist in an ordinary room were to be
lined up side by side they would form a
chain that could stretch around the earth
25,000 million times. That fact alone should
deflate the most hubristic compositional
ego. Physical reality precedes and sets
fundamental terms for each creative act. As
Jeans explained, miniature whirlwinds form
when a blast of air encounters an obstacle,
just as whirlpools appear when a stream of
water strikes a rock. “It is precisely these
little whirlwinds of air that are responsible
for the production of sounds in wind
instruments — without them our flutes and
organ pipes would cease to function.”

Jeans also pointed out that sound travels
far faster in solid materials such as wood
and metal than in air. Within the bodies of
wind instruments there occur vibrations

of much higher frequencies than those
that occur in the columns of air that each
contains. As an organist herself for more
than 30 years, Houben has experienced at
first hand that instrument’s physical heft,
the sculpted plasticity of its structure, its
vibrational feel and particular sound. Her
compaositions respond with sensitivity and
evident fascination to the swirling eddies
that form at the lip of each organ pipe

or at the opening of a flute or recorder,
producing their distinctive instrumental
character.

As a longstanding member of the
Wandelweiser collective Houben has
favoured a pared back, whittled down
approach to music-making, although in her
recent pieces, including the three included
here, a less austere aesthetic, embracing
gently arficulated melody, is evident. Ruth
Walser’s recorders, with their windways
specially designed by master technician
Geri Bollinger, take the fiute role in the
three pieces on this recording. On Ein
Schiummer (4 Slumber), recorded at Elgg,
near Zurich, Walser warbles conseling
lullaby phrases on tenor and bass recorders
while the church's organ, played by Barbara
Miiller-Hammerli. curls and wraps tenderly
around their sound, and the building's
acoustic seems to sanctify this blend.
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