Janneke van der Putten

Exploring acoustic environments and overtones, the Dutch
experimental vocalist embraces dhrupad and Peruvian

musical techniques
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Janneke van der Putten is sitting in aroom
different from the one you are in now, explaining
how the startlingly layered vocals heard in

her work accumulate not through overdubs or
effects, but as single-take dialogues with some
extraordinarily resonant spaces.

The jutting concrete towers of St Gertrud's
Church are a brutalist landmark in Cologne,
but its interior proved equally intriguing when
the Dutch artist and her longtime collaborator,
Peruvian musician Sajjra Xhrs (aka Chrs)
Galarreta, undertook the 2015 residency that
produced “Acoustic reflections of one voice in
achurch”, featured on van der Putten’s recent
solo debut JNNK.

“You can hear that I'm singing two tones
and alternating between them very fast.

And then the rest is the acoustics,” she says
ofthe frequencies which build to envelop her.
“The ceiling is irregular so there are a lot of
reflections everywhere.” Facing a wall near the
altar produced the best effect. “It’s all intuitive;
it's not as though we were scientifically
measuring the exact tones for resonance. It's a
very analogue way of listening, by trying it out.”

Although she had sung in choirsas a
child in Amsterdam, van der Putten originally
pursued a career in textiles. But one day during
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an internship with Maria Blaisse, the designer
prompted herto improvise a song, uncovering
a passion mostly absent from her concept-
heavy studies. “l just felt this vital energy, the
intuitive force and physicality of the voice, and
the joy that it gave me. | thought, | want to make
this my craft”

Further worlds opened up during a visit to
San Francisco where she encountered Solo For
Voice 58, dhrupad vocalist Amelia Cuni’s album
of John Cage’s microtonal ragas. Back home,
she started studying the ancient North Indian
form with Cuni and Marianne Svasek. Practices
such as rising half an hour before daybreak and
sustaining a single note until sunrise brought a
greater understanding of cycles ranging from
the astronomical to the corporeal. “It’s like
learning to draw a line in Chinese calligraphy.
You see little micro-differences, and you can
startto hear them in your voice,” she says.

“And you sing as low as possible, so you feel
the sound as a massage, as vibration. It's really
changed everything for me.”

Adhrupad performer might spend 45
minutes developing tonalities and as long again
delivering the composition; although van der
Putten credits dhrupad more for foundational
strength than direct artistic influence, tracks
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such as JNNK's “In cycles” share a patient focus.
Recorded in a gallery at HEAR (Haute Ecole

des Arts du Rhin)in Strasbourg, its 14 minutes
explore microtonal variations, shifting timbres
and shimmering resonances around a core
pitch, repetition gradually flowing into change.

In contrast, the energetically glottal
“Attacked and over-tuned” was recorded in
a conventional music studio, van der Putten
responding to the acoustically dry room by
walking around microphones set up for binaural
recording. “It has a different spatiality; you hear
my movements in the space more than you
hear the spatial response.” The range of vocal
effects she produces on JNNK might suggest
that she also studied practices such as Tuvan
throat singing, but her extended techniques are
mostly self-taught. Attending a workshop with
Tuvan vocalist Sainkho Namtchylak brought
the realisation that she had arrived at overtones
by her own path.

Van der Putten’s current location overlooking
the Port of Rotterdam, with its constant
shipping traffic and perpetual-Christmas
illuminations, is a far cry from the contemplative
spaces featured in her and Galarreta's ongoing
Invisible Architecture project. The pair's first
collaboration arose on Vassiviére, a small island
and arts centre located on a reservoir in central
France. After exploring the acoustics of the
island’s coastline, they created a performance
forits Aldo Rossi-designed lighthouse. She
sang at the top of the tower’s spiral staircase
while he conducted from below by pulling
onwires.

Invisible to the audience, van der Putten’s
disconnection echoed how she can never fully
experience her own music. “| realised that |
had to sit very far from the listenerin order that
the space can be heard best. | cannot really
judge it; | hear my voice very loud. So | need an
ear far away to hear how it works.” Subsequent
Invisible Architecture chapters include the
Maastunnel, a 500 metre river tunnel whose
machinery blends with the sounds of
Rotterdam’s walkers, cyclists and vehicles,
and an empty reservoir in Stuttgart where she
was joined by a group of local musicians who
regularly played outdoors under the full moon.

Arecording of voice and didgeridoo
from the latter soundtracks 2020's [to], afilm
featuring footage of equatorial mountains near
the Ecuadorian capital Quito and part of a larger
body of South American-inspired work uniting
landscape, astronomy and her enduring love
of handmade textiles. As one of the Lima-
formed Aloardi collective, she has enjoyed
fruitful exchanges with Peruvian artists, as well
as helping them to navigate prohibitive pre-2016
EU visa rules for return visits. “People would
ask me, ‘Is there sound art in Peru; are they not
just doing pan flutes there?"” she sighs.

Now that JNNK provides a record of nearly
adecade’s work, van der Putten finds herself
drawn to the possibilities of more melodic
music. With an autumn residency among new
peaks in the Swiss village of Santa Maria Val
Miistair, it seems the hills will indeed come
alive: “In Holland it's so flat, so minimal in that
sense, so maybe the mountains will inspire
the melodies.” O

Janneke van der Putten’s JNNK is released by Aloardi
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