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 #insulative 

— for 6 performers and pre-recorded audio  
 

(Score)

Bofan Ma (2019) 



 

Commissioned by Kinetic Manchester 

Made in collaboration with Vonnegut Collective 

Premiere @Victoria Baths, Manchester, 03/07/19

Programme Note 

Something in between the ambient and the artificial. A nonstop lookout for pertinent 
reference. A table. An echo chain. A failed attempt of double glazing. A windmill from which the 
approaching ice-cream truck is in sight. To say what needs to be said. Or to yell the exact opposite. 
To harmonise the upside-downs. Or to embrace the stereotype. To see what awaits to be seen. To 
hear what is and is not here. 



 #insulative 

— for 6 performers and pre-recorded audio  
 

Commissioned by Kinetic Manchester
— for Vonnegut Collective

Bofan Ma (2019) 

Standing in between the ambient and the stylised, this piece metaphorically depicts an isolation between the 
‘concert hall’ and the ‘outside’. Mostly improvised, it is to be performed by 6 performers on any instruments. It 
follows a trajectory of c.27’ (or possibly longer), loosely around a collection of field recordings of various 
ambient sound. It structurally contains 5 sections (attaca throughout). With an emphasis on the interaction 
between performers, and the use of space, the general sound world should be extremely fragile. Timing is 
entirely dependent on live coordinations. No stopwatch should be used. 

The ‘score’ here only outlines the structural framework. All technical/choreographic details are to be finalised 
over rehearsals. Every performance should thus be presented in an instrument-/site-specific manner. 

General guidelines 

• Materials to be prepared prior to rehearsals (for all performers): 

‣8 non-smiley facial expressions (imitating a collection of free-choice emojis) 

‣8 interchangeable instrumental sound/gestures to accompany transitions between faces/emojis (in no 
particular order)  

‣ (temperamental) instrumental sound/gestures to accompany any physical movements within the space 
(e.g. creeps, walks etc.) 

‣ (sustainable) gestures with an intense/intricate physicality of instrumental playing, whereas project 
almost inaudible sound 

‣ loud, aggressive, sustainable instrumental playing 

‣ (instrumental) simulation of a vibrant pub (flexible in dynamics) 

‣ (instrumental) simulation of a busy restaurant kitchen (flexible in dynamics) 

‣ (instrumental) simulation of a construction site (flexible in dynamics) 

• Performer 1, 2, 3 are suggested to work as a trio, and collectively transcribe the cadence below for their 
instruments: 

  

• Performers are given an audio file of a duration of 27', to be played back via their phones during the 
performance (ideally with bluetooth speakers connected, located scatteredly and discreetly in the venue) 

• The performance should ideally commence when the interval of a concert is due to finish 

• Throughout the performance, (all performers) maintain a neutral face when not pulling off any faces/emojis  

Copyright © Bofan Ma 2019
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Performance trajectory 

INTRO - ‘440Hz’ (0’ - c.6’) 

Timing/
Audio P(erformer) 1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6

(inside auditorium, instruments left at position 1a, 2a, 3a - 
to be determined at the venue)

(take position 4a, 5a, 6a, off-stage & invisible to audience - 
to be determined at the venue)

0’ engage in 
conversations 
with nearby 
audience 
members

engage in 
conversations 
with nearby 
audience 
members

engage in 
conversations 
with nearby 
audience 
members

(not necessarily in sync, though still coordinated)

c.1’ 
- 

c.6’

discreetly start 
audio 
playback mid-
conversation

discreetly start 
audio 
playback mid-
conversation

discreetly start 
audio 
playback mid-
conversation

start audio 
playback

start audio 
playback

start audio 
playback 

Coffee 
shop 

fade-in

begin smiling 
at the 
auditorium 
(different 
directions) 

begin smiling 
at the 
auditorium 
(different 
directions) 

begin smiling 
at the 
auditorium 
(different 
directions) 

keep smiling 
when silence 
is reached  

(only 
ambience)

keep smiling 
when silence 
is reached  

(only 
ambience)

keep smiling 
when silence 
is reached  

(only 
ambience)

repeated 
coffee 

machine 
sound

(keep smiling) (keep smiling) (keep smiling)

I - ‘Exposition’ (c.6’ - 13’30”) 

T/A P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6

c.6’ 
- 

6’15”

slowly 
withdraw 
smile, stay still

slowly 
withdraw 
smile, stay still

slowly 
withdraw 
smile, stay still

loud & 
aggressive 

loud & 
aggressive 

loud & 
aggressive 

c.6’15” 
- 

7’

slowly take 
position 1a 

then stay still

slowly take 
position 2a 

then stay still

slowly take 
position 3a 

then stay still

instrumentally 
respond to 
P1’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P2’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P3’s 
movements

c.7’ 
- 

11’

sequentially & 
repeatedly 
pull off 
prepared faces 

(with 
increasingly 
faster 
transitions )

instrumentally 
respond to 
P1’s facial 
expressions & 
transitions

(stay still) slowly take 
position 4b 

(visible to 
audience) 

then stay still

instrumentally 
respond to 
P4’s 
movements

stay still
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(keep making 
faces) 

take over from 
P5 & 
instrumentally 
respond to 
P4’s 
movements

(keep reacting 
to P1)  

then 
sequentially & 
repeatedly 
pull off 
prepared faces 

(with 
increasingly 
faster 
transitions )

instrumentally 
respond to 
P2’s facial 
expressions & 
transitions

slowly take 
position 5b 

(visible to 
audience) 

then stay still

instrumentally 
respond to 
P5’s 
movements 

then stay still

(keep making 
faces) 

physically 
intense yet 
inaudible 
playing

(keep reacting 
to P1 & 
making faces)

(keep reacting 
to P2)  

then 
sequentially & 
repeatedly 
pull off 
prepared faces 

(with 
increasingly 
faster 
transitions )

instrumentally 
respond to 
P3’s facial 
expressions & 
transitions

(keep reacting 
to P2 & 
making faces)

(keep reacting 
to P3)  

then 
sequentially & 
repeatedly 
pull off 
prepared faces 

(with 
increasingly 
faster 
transitions )

instrumentally 
respond to 
P4’s facial 
expressions & 
transitions

instrumentally 
respond to the 
ambience, 
blending 
simulations of 
pub, kitchen, 
and 
construction 
site, starting 
extremely 
quiet, almost 
inaudible, 
then gradually 
cresc. towards 
explosion

c.11’  
-  

13’

(keep making 
faces & 
intense 
playing)

(keep making 
faces) 

physically 
intense yet 
inaudible 
playing

(keep reacting 
to P2 & 
making faces)

(keep reacting 
to P3 & 
making faces)

(keep reacting 
to P4)  

then 
sequentially & 
repeatedly 
pull off 
prepared faces 

(with 
increasingly 
faster 
transitions )

I - ‘Exposition’ (c.6’ - 13’30”) 

T/A P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6
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(keep making 
faces & 
intense 
playing)

(keep making 
faces) 

physically 
intense yet 
inaudible 
playing

(keep reacting 
to P4 & 
making faces)

(keep making 
faces & 
intense 
playing)

(keep making 
faces) 

physically 
intense yet 
inaudible 
playing

(keep making 
faces & 
intense 
playing)

(keep making 
faces) 

physically 
intense yet 
inaudible 
playing

c.13’ 
- 

13’30’

instrumentally 
respond to 
P6’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P6’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P6’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P6’s 
movements

instrumentally 
respond to 
P6’s 
movements

slowly take 
position 6b 

(visible to 
audience)

I - ‘Exposition’ (c.6’ - 13’30”) 

T/A P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6

II - ‘Episode’ (c.13’30” - 16’) 

c. 5”-15” c. 5”-15” c. 10”

P1, P2, P3

sudden silence  
(only ambience) 

any face (emoji)

withdraw face 

alternate between ‘loud & 
aggressive’ and ‘physically 
intense/inaudible’

sudden silence 
(only ambience) 

smile

P4, P5, P6

withdraw face 

alternate between ‘physically 
intense/inaudible’ and ‘loud & 
aggressive’



 8

III - ‘Development’ (c.16’ - 22’) 

T/A P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6

c.16’ 
- 

17’

slowly 
withdraw 
smile  

then play 
chord [1] for 
c.4” (ppp) 

then stay still

slowly 
withdraw 
smile 

then play 
chord [1] for 
c.4” (ppp) 

then stay still

slowly 
withdraw 
smile 

then play 
chord [1] for 
c.4” (ppp) 

then stay still

suddenly 
withdraw 
smile  

then 
instrumentally 
enact a 
vibrant pub  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant) 

suddenly 
withdraw 
smile 

then 
instrumentally 
enact a 
construction 
site  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant) 

suddenly 
withdraw 
smile  

then 
instrumentally 
enact a busy 
restaurant 
kitchen  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant) 

c.17’ 
- 

19’

instrumentally 
enact a busy 
restaurant 
kitchen  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant, cresc.)

instrumentally 
enact a 
construction 
site  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant, cresc.) 

slowly take 
position 3b

instrumentally 
respond to 
P3’s 
movements

stay still instrumentally 
enact a 
vibrant pub  
 
(quiet, as if 
distant, cresc.) 

c.19’ 
- 

20’30”

instrumentally 
enact a 
vibrant pub  

(less quiet, as 
if close, 
cresc.) 

take position 
2b 

(faster than 
P3’s 
movements 
just now)

instrumentally 
enact a 
construction 
site  

(less quiet, as 
if close, 
cresc.) 

stay still instrumentally 
enact a busy 
restaurant 
kitchen  

(less quiet, as 
if close, 
cresc.)

instrumentally 
respond to 
P2’s 
movements

c.20’30” 
- 

21’30”

take position 
1b 

(faster than 
P2’s 
movements 
just now)

instrumentally 
enact a 
vibrant pub 
 
(loud, as if 
inside) 

instrumentally 
respond to 
P1’s 
movements

instrumentally 
enact a busy 
restaurant 
kitchen  
 
(loud, as if 
inside 
 
when P1 is in 
position, start 
dim. towards 
silence) 

stay still instrumentally 
enact a 
construction 
site  
 
(loud, as if 
inside 
 
when P1 is in 
position, start 
dim. towards 
silence) 

c.21’30” 
- 

22’

(when ready) 

play chord [2]  
for c.8” 
(ppp - f - ppp)  
 
then c.5” 
silence 
 
then play 
chord [1] for 
c.3” (ppppp) 

then stay still

(when P1’s 
ready) 
 
play chord [2]  
for c.8”  
(ppp - f - ppp)  
 
then c.5” 
silence 
 
then play 
chord [1] for 
c.3” (ppppp) 

then stay still

(when P1’s 
ready) 
 
play chord [2]  
for c.8”  
(ppp - f - ppp) 
 
then c.5” 
silence 
 
then play 
chord [1] for 
c.3” (ppppp) 

then stay still

instrumentally 
enact a 
vibrant pub 
 
(gradually 
dim. from 
‘loud, as if 
inside’ 
towards 
silence) 
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IV - ‘Stretto’ (c.22’ - 24’) 

c. 2”-10” c.5” c. 10”

P1, P2, P3

(sudden) silence  
(only ambience) 

any face (emoji) 
whilst slowly 
moving towards 
positions 4a, 5a, 6a 
respectively

withdraw face, and pause 
movement 

alternate between chord [I] 
and [2] (one per repetition, 
with an overall dim. from ff - 
ppppp) 

(positions taken) 

sudden silence 

smile  
(even if invisible 
to audience)

P4, P5, P6

(sudden) silence  
(only ambience) 

any face (emoji) 
whilst slowly 
moving towards 
positions 1a, 2a, 3a 
respectively

withdraw face, and pause 
movement 

play 'physically intense/
inaudible’

(positions taken) 

sudden silence 

smile

OUTRO - ‘Recapitulation’ (c.24’ - 27’) 

T/A P1, P2, P3 P4 P5 P6

c.24’ 
- 

27’

alternate between silence and 
the cadence in full, all 
durations ad lib but vary 
significantly 

despite the dynamic contours 
within each cadence, its 
general sounding is remote, as 
if coming out of the bluetooth 
speakers

continuously and 
extremely slowly 
making faces, 
whilst 
instrumentally 
responding to P6’s 
face (maintain as 
quiet as possible)

continuously and 
extremely slowly 
making faces, 
whilst 
instrumentally 
responding to P4’s 
face (maintain as 
quiet as possible)

continuously and 
extremely slowly 
making faces, 
whilst 
instrumentally 
responding to P5’s 
face (maintain as 
quiet as possible)

c.27’ 
(possibly 
onwards)

(all performers) smile & stay still  

1) if audio playback is still ongoing:  
keep smiling until it is finished and audience starts to applaud 

2) if audio playback has finished:  
stay smiling until audience starts to applaud 
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