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from ZAUM: NEW MUSIC-THEATRE IN THREE
MOVEMENTS
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Zaum is a music-theater composition derived from radical language based
concepts introduced during the Russian Futurist era, a little understood period
of artistic history close to the turn of the century. The title is taken from one of
the primary theoretical innovations introduced during this movement: Zaumni
Yazik (abbreviated zaum), meaning “trans-sense language.” This is basically
a form of poetic communication that redefined language itself, but not in terms
of “meaning” in the translatable sense; poetry was extended to include non-
referential sounds that could nevertheless be enjoyed by themselves, an attitude
previously confined to music. In this rediscovery of the work of the Russian
Sfuturists the work of the three leading zaum poets has been integrated: Velimir
Khlebnikov (1885-1922), Alexei Kruchenykh (1886-1969), and Vasily
Kamensky (1884-1961). The purpose of this composition is to rediscover the
theory of zaum language, and through this to dynamically present through
performances an array of gradually transforming musical, theatrical, and visual
elements; a collage of sound, movement, and action that can be interpreted on
a number of different levels. A performance composition is created in which all
theatrical and musical elements have the potential to be meaning-bearing ve-
hicles in a type of music-language that is formed within the progress of musical
and vocal sounds coming from a prerecorded tape. Here the Russian futurist
texts are used as the structural basis for the creation of this language, the
ultimate aim being to present various levels of ambiguity that can provide other
possibilities for signification in the theater.



