
In The Presence of Absence

The Project

A staged 36-minute work for string ensemble, piano tape and electronics 

featuring previously unreleased audio recordings of piano recitals given by 

Edward Said at the American University in Beirut and at Princeton University. 

The disembodied sounds of Said’s performance intertwine with live music 

produced by the string players on stage, who are gathered around an empty 

piano and provide resonance and counterpoint to his playing.

About the Creator

Layale Chaker is a violinist and composer whose music draws on Arabic, 

Western classical and jazz traditions. 

Project Scope and Description

The thought of Edward Said (1935-2003) lives on. As a cultural critic, 

founding figure of postcolonial studies and author of the seminal book 

“Orientalism” he left an intellectual legacy that resonates far beyond the 

academic sphere. 

But the sound of Said’s music has been largely lost.

And yet music was no mere hobby or tangential interest of his. An 

accomplished pianist, Said drew on the language of music to shape his 

understanding of historical and political phenomena. Counterpoint became 

a central device with which he made sense of the complex web of cultural, 

political and textual forces. 



For Said, music also offered a model for an ideal form of dialogue in which 

one could both listen to a divergent view point and speak one’s mind. His 

friend the conductor Daniel Barenboim has expressed his surprise at the 

ways Said formulated ideas and reached conclusions through music, and at 

the ways he saw abstract thoughts reflected in sound.



“In the Presence of Absence” sheds new light on Said’s intellectual cosmos by 

sublimating it into newly composed music interwoven with the exclusive and 

unreleased recordings of his own piano recitals. Through subtle staging, with live 

musicians gathered around an empty piano and interacting with the recorded sounds 

of Said’s playing, the work becomes a poignant reflection on legacy and loss.

The listener gets to travel back to the beginning of Said’s unique path as a musician 

and thinker. Brief audio excerpts from his speeches and lectures are interspersed with 

music in a way that illuminates the fluid connections between ideas and sound, 

between rigorous thought and the ineffable emotive realm of music. 

Edward Said’s writings have spawned thousands of words instructing us how to read 

him. “In the Presence of Absence” creates a space in which to listen. 

Instrumentation and Staging 

Written in several movements, this piece is a 36-minute work for string ensemble, 

piano tape and electronics.

The musicians are stationed around an empty piano that occupies center stage. 

Several speakers are positioned on each corner of the stage.

The piano tape that we hear throughout the piece is made of treated sounds of Edward 

Said's recordings, as well as a few of the key moments of his recorded speeches and 

lectures.

Electronics act as the bridge between Said's piano, reworked and spatialized on tape, and

its live interaction with the written score, performed and embodied by the musicians on 

stage.


