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Prelude

This is not a history of music since 1945. It is not even a history of West-
ern classical music—to use two epithets as loaded as they are slippery
—since 1945. It is, rather, an account of a musical movement that
gained huge momentum after 1945 (though of course its origins went
back further): a movement of radical renewal. To the composers of the
immediate postwar years, music seemed to have stalled. The great in-
novations of a generation before—those of The Rite of Spring, of Schoen-
berg’s early atonal works, of Debussy’s perpetual flux, of Varese’s ram-
pant percussion, of Ives’s polyphony of styles—had not been followed
up. They had also been largely ignored by the world of musical perfor-
mance. Modernism was always concerned with both these things, with
maintaining music’s progress and with installing progressive music
within the general repertory.

Now, more than sixty years later, it would be easy to conclude that
the first of these tasks has been taken to the limit (if the second has
barely been begun), and the structure of this book reflects an uncer-
tainty within the modernist project since the 1970s. Yet as long as
musical society largely ignores the changes (and the nonchanges) that
human mentality has accommodated or striven to accommodate in re-
cent decades—the shifts and stabilities explored in the music under
discussion—the ‘after’ in this book’s title is only a prospect and modern
music remains unfinished.

xvii
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1945

No other date has left such a mark. The capitulation of
Germany in early May and of Japan in the summer brought
the Second World War to an end, and seems to have closed
the era of massive combat by which empires exerted their
supremacy. However, these events were accompanied by
others whose effects have not ended or even been dimin-
ished. The liberation of Nazi concentration camps revealed
that murder and suffering on an immense scale could be
perpetrated at the hands of quite ordinary people; the drop-
ping of the first atomic bombs showed that these minor
agents were no longer necessary. People who survived the
war, and who came after, have had to live with a darker
awareness of what is humanly possible.

It can be no surprise that 1945 represents a shift in music.
The destruction, havoc, grief, and misery felt across the world
—and the widespread hopes for a new social order, and there-
fore a new culture—demanded not just reconstruction but
an alternative paradigm. Among composers, few were not
moved to make a fresh start, as we can see in the cases of Igor
Stravinsky, Olivier Messiaen, Elliott Carter, and many others.
The instigators of change, though, were not these mature
figures but the young: people just coming to adulthood in a
shattered world.



Modern Music and After

To the extent that this shattered or disordered world is
still recognizably our own, a world of lost certainties and
uncertain gains, so is its music—what we still, two-thirds of
a century later, want to call ‘modern music’, because it feels
as new now as it did then, and because everything that has
happened in music since hinges, whether in extension or
retraction, on that post-1945 moment.



Rational and Irrational
Western Europe, 1945-50

Paris, 1945-48

Nothing is ever quite new. Efforts to remake music after 1945 always
appealed to the renewal of earlier in the century; indeed, the new
phase was regularly justified as continuing what had been started at
that time and left in abeyance for two decades. Similarly, nothing is
ever totally localized. New beginnings soon after 1945 can be traced in
the United States, Japan, central Europe, and other regions. Neverthe-
less, Paris in the immediate postwar years was an unusually active
focus of innovation.

Though musical life had continued during the German occupation,
the ending of the war was an incentive to breathe again, and then to
change the world. In Paris, as throughout the previous Nazi empire,
liberation made it possible to perform, discuss, and hear music that had
been banned for being adventurous or Jewish or, to take the prominent
case of Schoenberg, both. The moment, then, was right. And there
were the right people to take possession of the moment. Olivier Mes-
siaen (1908-92) during these years was composing his largest and most
elaborate work so far, the Turangalila symphony, a composition to crown
his earlier achievements and at the same time display new concerns
he shared with the young students who had gathered around him
at the Paris Conservatoire. Pierre Boulez (b. 1925), the most gifted of
them, was taking off from Messiaen and Schoenberg in a bold new di-
rection, and Pierre Schaeffer (1910-95), in the studios of Radiodiffusion-

3



4 Modern Music and After

Télévision Francaise, was working towards the first examples of mu-
sique concrete, music made by transforming recorded sounds and
composed not onto paper but onto the heavy black discs of the con-
temporary gramophone.

The Young Boulez

Scattered across Europe in 1945 were students who, though unaware
of each other, shared many of the same convictions. Hans Werner
Henze (b. 1926), in Heidelberg, was rapidly assimilating music that had
been proscribed since his early childhood: Schoenberg, Berg, Stravin-
sky, and jazz. In Budapest and Milan, Gyorgy Ligeti (1923-2006) and
Luciano Berio (1925-2003) were beginning to explore new avenues.
At the same time, in the United States, slightly older composers—Elliott
Carter (b. 1908), John Cage (1912-92), Conlon Nancarrow (1912-97),
Milton Babbitt (b. 1916)—were starting afresh. Of course, this is the
view of hindsight. Nancarrow’s work was almost unknown until the
1970s, which is when Ligeti and Berio began to publish their early
compositions. But in the quasi-omniscience of retrospect, all these
composers and more (Messiaen notably) were going, if not in the same
direction, at least away from the same source, seeking alternatives to
some or all of the old musical certainties: metrical rhythm and con-
secutive form, tonal harmony and consistency of voice, standard genres
and regular groupings. Boulez was by no means prominent yet: no
composition of his was heard in a large forum until 1948 or published
until 1950. But in his music, right from 1945, he was unique in his
determination.

He was set on his path by the year he spent, that of 1944-45, in
Messiaen’s class, as he later recalled: ‘Names that were all but forbid-
den, and works of which we knew nothing, were held up for our ad-
miration and were to arouse our intellectual curiosity. . . . Africa and
Asia showed us that the prerogatives of “tradition” were not confined
to any one part of the world, and in our enthusiasm we came to regard
music as a way of life rather than an art: we were marked for life."!

In Boulez’s case the admiration and the curiosity did not wash
away—rather they intensified—a need to challenge, even to reject.
Hence his equivocal relationship with his principal teacher. Though he
eagerly followed rehearsals for the first performance of Messiaen'’s Trois
Petites Liturgies in April 1945, in his later career as a conductor he has
never touched the score, nor that of the complete Turangalila (1946—
48), preferring the works Messiaen wrote in the 1950s and 1960s—
scores arguably influenced by his own music. At the time, the echo of

1. Pierre Boulez, ‘A Class and Its Fantasies’, Orientations (London, 1986),
404; the piece was originally published as a tribute to Messiaen on his fiftieth
birthday. See also ‘In Retrospect’, in ibid., 405-6.
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Messiaen’s symmetrical modes (such as the octatonic scale) remained
detectable in his compositions only because those modes were being so
punishingly negated, and for several years the pupil was expressly hos-
tile to his erstwhile master. In a critical paragraph from one of his earli-
est essays, published in 1948, he concluded that Messiaen ‘does not
compose—he juxtaposes.”

To some extent, the hostility was the display of a delayed adoles-
cence; it was also a necessary fuel for the young composer’s creative
zeal. Boulez formed himself in explosive reaction against what he found
around him—not just the dusty Conservatoire but Messiaen, Schoen-
berg, Berg, Bartdk, Stravinsky, all of whom were furiously taken to
task in the polemical articles he wrote during his twenties, just as they
were being implicitly taken to task in his compositions of those years.
His most typical way of arguing on behalf of his music was to show
how it realized potentialities that had been glimpsed by his predeces-
sors but fudged by them for want of perspicacity or intellectual bravery.
For example, the same essay that criticizes Messiaen the ‘juxtaposer'—
an essay devoted to finding a way forward for rhythm—admonishes
Bartok for having a rhythmic style’'much simpler and more traditional’
than that of The Rite of Spring, Jolivet because ‘his empirical technique
has prevented him from going very far’, Messiaen for failing to integrate
rhythm and harmony, Schoenberg and Berg because they ‘remain at-
tached to the classical bar and the old idea of rhythm’, and Varese ‘for
spiriting away the whole problem of technique . . .[:] a facile solution
which solves nothing’. Even Webern—whom the young Boulez took
as a touchstone of unflinching modernism, and whom he was at pains
to isolate from other members of that crucial grandfatherly generation
as the only exemplar’—even Webern is glancingly, parenthetically
chided for ‘his attachment to rhythmic tradition’.

Messiaen recalled that during this period Boulez ‘was in revolt
against everything’;* Boulez himself remembers that ‘it was our privi-
lege to make the discoveries and also to find ourselves faced with
nothing’.> The artist who is ‘against everything’ can, by virtue of that,
look around him and find ‘nothing’. Boulez’s iconoclasm was perhaps
extreme, but not exceptional for a self-confident young man in his late
teens and early twenties, especially in a world that had lost its bearings.
What was exceptional was the fact that musical history yielded itself to
iconoclasm—that a composer in these years could set himself against

2. Pierre Boulez, ‘Proposals’, Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship (Oxford,
1991), 49.

3. See, for example, his 1952 essay ‘Possibly ... ’, in ibid., 114, and the
conclusion of his 1961 encyclopedia entry on Webern, in ibid., 303.

4. Claude Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color (Portland, Oreg., 1994),
199.

5. Boulez, Orientations, 445.
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not only the Milhauds and Poulencs but also the Messiaens and Schoen-
bergs, and could find, in his contrariety, the spur to creating works that
have come to be regarded as signals of their epoch.

There were perhaps several reasons, quite beyond anything in
Boulez’s psychology, why that could happen, and why the same rebel-
lious spirit could be found in many of his contemporaries. One was the
need, after the war, to rebuild, and the feeling that the future lay with
a new generation—a generation unsullied by the compromises that
had been forced on people during the 1930s and then during the war.
Another, more particularly concerned with music, was the evident fact
that a period of artistic upheaval had been followed by two decades
during which the clock of progress had slowed, or even reversed. Yet
another factor would have been the philosophical movement, centred
in Paris, which viewed the individual as self-created. References to
Jean-Paul Sartre in Boulez’s writings and lectures are rare, but many of
his statements ring out with a cold, clear bravery as those of a solitary
hero: ‘There is no such thing as historical inevitability. History is what
one makes it. I hold very firmly to this principle.’®

Boulez wholeheartedly endorsed the view—rvoiced by a century of
avant-gardes as well as by Schoenberg and Adorno—that there is an
arrow in history. But it was up to the individual to seize that arrow and
run with it, or not. There could be no going back; hence his impatience
with neoclassicism. The way forward he soon found. René Leibowitz
(1913-72), a Polish-born musician who had studied with Webern in
the early 1930s, came to Paris in 1945 and in February of that year
conducted (presumably this was then necessary) a recording of Schoen-
berg’s Wind Quintet that was broadcast immediately after the libera-
tion of France. It is not clear whether what Boulez heard was the origi-
nal performance or the broadcast, but in either event the piece seemed
to answer all his dissatisfactions. ‘It was a revelation to me. It obeyed
no tonal laws, and I found in it a harmonic and contrapuntal richness,
and a consequent ability to develop, extend and vary ideas, that I had
not found anywhere else. I wanted, above all, to know how it was
written, so I went to Leibowitz and took with me other students from
Messiaen’s harmony class’.”

In retrospect, it is ironic that Schoenberg’s Op. 26 should have been
the work to provide this determining experience, for while Schoen-
berg’s atonal works (Opp. 11-22) were to remain part of that select
repertory Boulez deemed beyond reproach, he was soon to criticize the
adherence to classical models of form in the serial pieces that followed,
just as, with even more inevitability, he was to turn his pen against

6. Pierre Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege (London, 1977), 33.
7. Quoted in Joan Peyser, Boulez: Composer, Conductor, Enigma (London,
1977), 32-33.
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Leibowitz in ‘Proposals’.® The bombshell might be more easily under-
stood if this had been Boulez’s first encounter with anything by Schoen-
berg, as it just about could have been: the Nazi ban had put the seal on
the prewar Parisian antipathy to dodécaphonie—though it is hard to be-
lieve he had heard nothing of the twelve-note master from Messiaen.
Perhaps the crucial matter was being introduced to Schoenberg and to
serialism as sound, for almost nothing by Schoenberg or his pupils had
yet been commercially recorded. It had been the sound of Stravinsky’s
Chant du rossignol, heard over the radio, that had first opened his ears
to ‘modern music’;? it was now the sound of the Schoenberg Wind
Quintet that pointed him in a new direction. Perhaps in both cases the
unexpectedness was decisive. Boulez’s language in speaking of his for-
mative experiences is almost that of religious conversion: the ‘brand-
ing’, the ‘revelation’. Schoenberg’s Op. 26 provided a road-to-Damascus
experience.

A few published excerpts from Boulez’s early compositions!® hint
at what happened. A Toccata—one of five piano pieces written in De-
cember 1944 and January 1945, and therefore before the confronta-
tion with serialism—seems to be attempting to create a totally chro-
matic world by rapidly piling up motifs characteristic of Messiaen’s
modes. Particularly prominent are motifs including a tritone and a per-
fect fifth, whose diminishing echoes go on at least as far as the cantata
Le Soleil des eaux (1948). Also striking is the adumbration of two kinds
of music on which Boulez was to base his First Piano Sonata, a long
seventeen months later: relatively slow music that includes rapid grup-
petti, and so displays a simultaneity of tempos more characteristic of
extra-European traditions (as, for instance, in the nimble ornaments
an Indian musician might introduce into preludial material, or in the
overtone-related speeds of Indonesian percussion orchestras); and ex-
tremely fast music in which all qualities of harmony and contrapuntal
relation are hammered towards uniform pulsation (here again the goal
seems to be non-Western, though this time Boulez had clear pointers
available, especially in the toccata-style piano music of Messiaen—
such as the ‘chord theme’ in the Vingt Regards sur I’Enfant-Jésus, which
Messiaen was completing when Boulez joined his class—and Bartdk).

After the experience of Schoenberg’s Op. 26, in the Theme and
Variations for piano left hand (June 1945) and the first two move-
ments of a Quartet for ondes martenot (August—September 1945), we

8. For a study of the conflict, written from a viewpoint sympathetic to
Leibowitz, see Reinhard Kapp, ‘Shades of the Double’s Original: René Leibo-
witz’s Dispute with Boulez’, Tempo, 165 (1988), 2-16.

9. New Yorker profile of Boulez by Peter Heyworth, reprinted in William
Glock, ed., Pierre Boulez: a Symposium (London, 1986), 5.

10. Accompanying Gerald Bennett’s article, ibid., 44-52.



8 Modern Music and After

find a Boulez who has mastered Schoenbergian serialism, and added to
it a quite non-Schoenbergian and already non-Leibowitzian rhythmic
irregularity based on cells rather than metres, thereby attempting some
union of Schoenberg and Messiaen (the flavour of Messiaen’s harmony
is perhaps more a residue than an attempt). The next step, which could
have followed the discovery of Webern, was a sudden reduction of
scale, in the Notations of December 1945, to flash views of musical
worlds, worlds that again include interminglings of speed and slow-
ness (No. 1) and a hectic toccata (No. 6), besides varieties of trapped
ostinato.

This collection’s abstract title alone made it a trace of the future. It
had, however, very little place in the present, as it was lost until the
late 1970s. Many of Boulez’s other early pieces, too, were lost or with-
drawn, others not performed or published until several years after they
were written. The history being considered here is that of a composer
who, as yet, was little known beyond a small coterie. That, however,
was to change. As music director for the theatre company run by Jean-
Louis Barrault and Madeleine Renaud, a post he took up in 1945, Boulez
gained access to literary and social circles in Paris that would respond
to an eruptive force.

Boulez dedicated Notations to Serge Nigg (1924-2008), who it
seems was the liveliest of the bunch of contemporaries to have come
with him through Messiaen to Leibowitz, and whose career arrestingly
points up something that Boulez was not: political. Boulez’s political
indifference—perhaps his political atheism—is all the more remarkable
given how the vocabulary of his reminiscences suggests not only Pau-
line conversion but revolutionary activism. To many of his contempo-
raries the connections were inescapable: the connections between re-
thinking music and rethinking society, both activities to be done on the
basis of rational, egalitarian principles in determined opposition to the
philosophical floundering that had gone before. In these few years be-
fore the full freeze of the Cold War, it was not disingenuous or merely
idealistic to see the possibility of revolution spreading across Europe,
and thereby providing the home for a new musical order. Soon, though,
the happy alliance of socialism and serialism was to wither as a dream,
and Nigg’s political commitment—fully formed by the time of his four
Eluard songs (1948) and cantata Le Fusillé inconnu (1949)—led him
along a familiar path towards musical conservatism in the interests of
mass appeal. Nor was he by any means alone among Western Europe-
ans in reliving what had been the tensions of Soviet cultural policy in
the first two decades after 1917: his exact contemporary Luigi Nono
(1924-90) fought that fight.

To Boulez it might have appeared that abstention from politics was
necessary in order to focus on bringing about the musical revolution.
(It could also be that his refusal of political engagement was allied with
his rejection of Leibowitz.) Quite what he hoped for after the revolution
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is unclear, and perhaps was so then. The effort to generalize serialism—
to apply twelve-note principles to domains other than pitch, such as
duration, instrumentation, dynamic or, for the piano, mode of attack—
was not explicitly voiced in his compositions or writings until 1951, by
which time Messiaen had pointed the way in his Mode de valeurs et
d’intensités. Before then his expressed theoretical endeavour was rather
more limited: to ensure—quoting again from the 1948 essay in which
he had briskly surveyed his predecessors’ contributions to rhythm—
‘that techniques as varied as those of dodecaphony can be balanced by
a rhythmic element itself perfectly “atonal””.!!

The fact that Babbitt had devised a kind of rhythmic serialism just
the year before, quite independently, might seem to justify Boulez’s
Schoenbergian and Adornoesque belief in a historical imperative within
music. Yet the two composers had little to say to one another when
opportunity arose: Babbitt was to express his disappointment with Eu-
ropean serialism,!? and Boulez’s only evidence of reciprocal interest
was a single performance (of Babbitt’s Correspondences for string orches-
tra and tape in 1973) when he was at the head of the New York Phil-
harmonic. Besides, there is the testimony of the pieces they were writ-
ing during this period, for Babbitt’s graceful and witty lucidity could
hardly be further from Boulezian attitudes of vehemence, in music as
in words.

Creative violence in Boulez’s first published works is associated, on
one level, with the presence in all of them of the piano, since to the
examples he had drawn from Messiaen and Bartok he could add those
of Schoenberg’s Op. 11 pieces and Pierrot lunaire, in which he admired
‘a kind of piano writing . . . with considerable density of texture and a
violence of expression because the piano is treated . . . as a percussive
piano which is at the same time remarkably prone to frenzy’.!> He also
accepted Schoenberg as an ideal of form in what was for a long time his
earliest composition in print, his Sonatina for flute and piano (1946),
jamming four movement-types—the specific model was Schoenberg'’s
Chamber Symphony Op. 9—into a continuous structure. One can un-
derstand why he might have been attracted by this idea. It offered a
double-layered form to equal in complexity his treatment of pitch and
rhythm as separate but joinable parameters. It enabled him to return,
after the unusual brevity of Notations, to the expansiveness and dyna-
mism of his earlier music. And it set him, at a time when he was still a
member of Leibowitz’s group, in the line of the master.

But the piece is contra-Schoenberg too, inevitably. At the opening
of the ‘first movement’ the flute makes a rare complete linear statement
of the row, which in this form contains a restricted variety of intervals

11. Boulez, ‘Proposals’, 54.
12. See below, pp. 90-91.
13. Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 30.
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Example 1 Pierre Boulez, Sonatina

(see example 1): major sevenths, major thirds (plus one major tenth),
tritones, and fifths, including two expressions of the tritone-fifth motif,
as Bb—-E-A and D-Ab-Eb. These limitations, and the explicit division of
the series into groups of five, five, and two notes, may indicate a wish
to profit from Webern’s example of using serialism as a control on in-
terval content while avoiding Webern’s symmetry. The piano accom-
panies and echoes with a sequence of row forms in which the same
five-five-two partition often obtains; in bar 37, for example, the left
hand’s five-note set is an inversion of the flute’s. Also to be noted, in
bars 34 and 38, is Boulez’s use of row fragments as harmonic units, a
technique he would have found in Schoenberg and Webern, and was
to make central to his musical practice. However, the glimmering or
racing stasis of his subsequent works is here a long way off. So, indeed,
is the regular movement of Schoenberg’s or Webern'’s serial works. In-
stead, metre and beat are in a turmoil of change, and progress is main-
tained, powerfully, by the dynamic level and the impetus of the gestures,
right from the opening insistence (the first hexachord of a row form is
read forwards, the second simultaneously backwards) on the Bb— B cell
that is the piano’s focus in this passage. Webern’s straight-line geome-
tries are shattered and distorted over curves. The whole Western ideal
of music to be apprehended moment by moment, as purposeful growth,
is countered, and the writing for both instruments—the suggestions of
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drums, xylophones, and vibraphones in the piano, the use of the flute’s
extreme high register, with its inevitable breakdown of tone—points as
much to traditions from beyond Europe. In that is perhaps the Sona-
tina’s most radical departure: to be open to non-European music with-
out recourse to any kind of exoticism.

What also contributes to the Asian or African quality of the piece
is Boulez’s understanding of theme as ostinato. Where the Sonatina is
most thematic, in the quite unusually symmetrical and playful scherzo,
it sounds drilled to be so, and the initial five-note idea in the flute part
of example 1, though a recurrent gesture, functions less as a theme
than as a periodic signal. And while the whole row does appear again
in the slow movement, it is buried as a trilling cantus firmus, overlaid
by elements that seem unrelated to it and purely decorative: the tex-
ture now is distinctly predictive of Boulez’s later music. At other points,
as in the section beginning at bar 296, Boulez destroys the series wil-
fully and utterly, splitting it into dyads he engages in a purely rhythmic
development without reference to the pitch orderings in the series.
This is typical of a work whose intensiveness comes partly from the
antagonism between serial repetition and the perpetual quest for ways
of transforming and disintegrating the series beyond recognition, and
partly from those harsh metrical dislocations that derive from the kind
of cellular rhythm inherited from Messiaen and The Rite of Spring.
Boulez’s achievement here, in combining the lessons of his predeces-
sors, in looking out from Europe, in expanding serial technique, and
in conveying an unmistakeable determination all his own, is extraordi-
nary for a composer of twenty-one.

Boulez’s Second Piano Sonata

Boulez’s position as the leader of the young Parisian serialists appears
in retrospect to have been definitively established by 1948, the year in
which he not only completed his Second Piano Sonata but also had a
score performed on French radio (his music for René Char’s Le Soleil des
eaux) and published two articles in the new journal Polyphonie. This was
to be the pattern of his activity for the next several years—producing
music, and arguments in support of that music—and it testifies to his
chosen role as the head of a revolutionary phalanx. In ‘The Current
Impact of Berg’,'* prompted by a series of performances in Paris, he
attacked the ‘Romanticism’” and ‘attachment to tradition” he found in
various works by the composer, his attack being stimulated particularly
by a tendency to praise Berg at the expense of Schoenberg and Webern
as the master of atonality with a human face. The other essay was the
already invoked ‘Proposals’, in which he not only called his predecessors
to task but offered indications of the path forward with reference to his

14. Boulez, Stocktakings, 183-87.
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own recent works: the Sonatina, the Char cantata Le Visage nuptial, a
lost symphony, and the Second Piano Sonata.

The Second Sonata, a much weightier work than the Sonatina or
the slim, two-movement First Sonata, is a half-hour piece in four move-
ments, and shows, besides an extension of Boulez’s diversifying serial
technique, a deeper involvement of rhythm as a functional participant.
Comparison of the sonata with Beethoven’s ‘Hammerklavier’ has long
been commonplace, and seems to have been invited by the composer
in creating music of Beethovenian weight, density, and texture (this is
a far more continuous, propelled piece than the Sonatina, as well as a
heavier one), and in providing strong intimations of sonata form in the
first movement and of fugue in the finale. Given that Boulez, when he
wrote the work, was still in his early twenties and unknown outside a
small Paris circle, his appeal to Beethoven bespeaks a certainty in his
historical position that the piece has justified in itself and in its career.
It was the first of his works to be published, editions appearing not only
in Paris but also in New York, thanks to Boulez’s friendship with Cage,
who also arranged a performance in the city, by David Tudor. In the
1970s it was taken up by Maurizio Pollini. The work is also one of the
few that Boulez has not suppressed or revised. Where the chronologi-
cal places of, for example, Le Soleil des eaux and Le Visage nuptial have
been confused by repeated recastings, the Second Sonata persists as a
means of direct access to the young Boulez in the heat of creation—of
creation by destruction. As he was to recall: ‘I tried to destroy the first-
movement sonata form, to disintegrate slow movement form by the use
of the trope, and repetitive scherzo form by the use of variation form,
and finally, in the fourth movement, to demolish fugal and canonic
form. Perhaps I am using too many negative terms, but the Second
Sonata does have this explosive, disintegrating and dispersive charac-
ter, and in spite of its own very restricting form the destruction of all
these classical moulds was quite deliberate.’!®

Since Boulez was here speaking a quarter of a century after the
event, he could have been influenced by how his work had come to be
regarded in the interim. However, his already mentioned creative vio-
lence is strikingly expressed in the music’s markings, especially in the
last movement. Having asked, in his opening remarks, that the player
should ‘avoid absolutely, above all in slow tempos, what are custom-
arily called “expressive nuances”’, Boulez repeatedly requires in the
finale that the sound be ‘percussive’,’strident’, ‘exasperated’, arriving
near the end at the instruction to ‘pulverize the sound’. Destructive-
ness is at least implicit, too, in what he wrote at the time in ‘Proposals’:
the destructiveness of one whose only response to his musical fore-
fathers was antagonistic, and the destructiveness of one whose ideal was
ceaseless change. If there were to be a coherent relationship between

15. Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 41-42.
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Example 2b Pierre Boulez, Piano Sonata No. 2, later in first movement

pitch and rhythm, then, as he saw it, rhythm had to obey similar laws
of instability and non-repetition to those obtaining in his serial uni-
verse; as he wrote in ‘Proposals’, ‘the principle of variation and con-
stant renewal will guide us remorselessly’.1¢

The most usual result of this principle in the Second Sonata is a
tangled counterpoint of cells, frequently in three or four parts, perpetu-
ally reinterpreting the proportions of a few basic motifs. Example 2a
shows the initial two bars of the sonata and example 2b a passage from
later in the first movement, the latter redrawn in order to show the
polyphony more clearly (the division into parts here is arbitrary). Among
other correspondences, the semiquaver repeated-note motif of exam-
ple 2a appears in example 2b in units of semiquavers, triplet quavers,
quavers and triplet crotchets, each time to a different transformation
of the same intervals. The patterning, however, is in tension with the
music’s density and speed, to create an alarming sense of music going
too fast, hurtling out of control.

16. Boulez, Stocktakings, 57.
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Cellular counterpoint of this kind is alternated in the first move-
ment with vigorous chordal charges (Tempo II) that serve to reinject
the music with energy whenever it shows signs of flagging or of com-
ing to a dead end, and that themselves strive towards an even quaver
motion that, once achieved, is suddenly galloped into triplets before
the counterpoint returns ‘rapide et violent’. A second opposition is cre-
ated between passages in which the twelve notes are fixed in register,
creating a feeling of obsessiveness or frustration, and others in which
they are free; in example 2b the C#, D and G# Ab are so fixed (constitut-
ing an instance of the tritone-fifth motif). Out of these two kinds of
dialectic Boulez generates the impression of a classical sonata allegro,
but since the movement is at the same time constantly redrawing its
basic thematic material, it manifests too a headlong rush away from
any kind of formal definition.

The other movements are as described in the above quotation from
the composer (only the third uses the same series as the first, the sec-
ond and fourth having their own). The second movement, like the
slow section of the Sonatina, looks towards the later Boulez, but now
in terms more of form than texture. A relatively simple first part is,
though with considerable variation, repeated in retrograde and inter-
rupted by musical parentheses in faster or slower tempos: this is what
Boulez meant by referring to the medieval practice of troping. Con-
trasting with this elaborate structure, the third movement is straight-
forwardly a scherzo with three trios,!” though passed through the filter
of variation form (the four scherzo sections are related as original, retro-
grade inversion, inversion, and retrograde): the relatively simple style
of this movement perhaps reflects its early date, for it was finished in
May 1946, which might suggest that it was originally planned not for
the Second Sonata but for the First. The finale is again a highly rami-
fied construction. Starting with three and a half pages of desperate
suggestion around the basic ideas, it plunges into the extreme bass for
an ominous serial statement that gives rise to a quasi-fugal develop-
ment in two phases, the themes being defined more by rhythm than
by pitch.

In most of this movement, as throughout those before, Boulez
works with concatenations of cells, but in one section (defined by the
tempo of quaver note=126 and beginning at the bottom of page 34 in
the Heugel edition) he seems to be trying out a new arithmetical ap-
proach to rhythm—one that Messiaen had introduced in the movements
‘Turangalila I” and ‘Turangalila III" of his Turangalila symphony.'® Both
composers used rhythmic values that are all multiples of a semiquaver;

17. See Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 41. However, the origi-
nal title was ‘Variations-Rondeau’; see Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-
Cage Correspondence (Cambridge, 1993), 77.

18. See Robert Sherlaw Johnson, Olivier Messiaen (London, 1977), 92-93.
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the Boulez passage has values between two and nine semiquavers,
with some relationships between successions of values in different poly-
phonic lines. At one point, for example, the sequence 2-7-3-7-4-9-2
coincides with its retrograde, and though the moment is too brief for
any firm conclusions to be drawn, the way is opened here towards the
serial durations found in the musical manifesto of total serialism (i.e.,
serial organization of all parameters) that Boulez would provide four
years later in the first book of his Structures for two pianos. It is note-
worthy, and similarly significant in the light of Boulez’s future devel-
opment, that the pitch lines here do not show the same retrograde
relationship. Following Messiaen’s example, Boulez treats rhythm and
pitch as separately composable elements, and as elements whose struc-
tures may even be placed in open conflict, provided there is the no-
tional coherence of both having the same abundant freedom.

Example 2/ has already suggested both the separateness and the
intensiveness of Boulez’s rhythmic development, but there are other
places in the work, especially in the finale, where the rhythmic coun-
terpoint is more orderly, at least in how it is notated. (In much of the
music Boulez wrote in his twenties the notation serves to reveal as-
pects of compositional technique that a more practical orthography
might obliterate, as if the music were intended not only to be played
and heard but to give lessons to junior composers, and perhaps even to
be discussed in histories of music.) At one point, for instance, a rhyth-
mic canon is projected by lines made up of variants of two cells: one is
distinguished by having two equal values plus a third that is dissimilar
(e.g., dotted semiquaver—dotted semiquaver—semiquaver), the other
by symmetry (e.g., semiquaver—semiquaver triplets—semiquaver: in
Messiaen’s terms such rhythms are ‘nonretrogradable’). The modifica-
tions of these motifs are easy to follow, but the ties—not to mention
the low dynamic level of this section, the speed, the density, and the
absence of any parallel cross-references on the pitch level—thoroughly
obscure what is going on. The highly evolved construction is obliter-
ated as it is established.

Such negativity, as has already been indicated, is characteristic of
Boulez’s early music, and in particular of this sonata. The violence of
the work is not just superficial rhetoric but symptomatic of a whole
aesthetic of annihilation, and especially of a need to demolish what
had gone before. To quote Boulez again on this: ‘History as it is made
by great composers is not a history of conservation but of destruction—
even while cherishing what has been destroyed.”!” The massively pow-
ered developments of the sonata’s outer movements bring an autode-
structive impetus to the classical moulds of sonata allegro and fugue in
what is at the same time a determined refutation of Schoenberg’s con-
servative practice with regard to form. Simultaneously, Boulez etfaces

19. Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 21.
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his own constructive means (while leaving traces for readers of the
printed music), not only by piling up rhythmic cells so that they oblit-
erate one another, as in example 2, but also by pressing his proliferat-
ing serial method so hard that any unifying power in the basic interval
shapes is threatened.

Other Stories

Nothing could better illustrate the gap—but also the underlying alli-
ance—between master and pupil than to place Boulez’s Second Piano
Sonata alongside Messiaen’s precisely contemporary Turangalila sym-
phony. Boulez’s ardour is dynamic, Messiaen’s static. The one is all
becoming (and not becoming), the other all being. Boulez detonates
traditional forms; Messiaen accepts elementary schemes of repetition
and alternation. Where Boulez negates, Messiaen affirms. The sym-
phony is a ten-movement cycle of celebration: a celebration of exhila-
rating pulsation, of radiant harmony, of the rich colours to be found
in a large orchestra augmented by ondes martenot and by a solo piano
at the head of a tuned percussion group also including glockenspiel,
celesta, and vibraphone.

The similarities between the sonata and the symphony would have
to include intermittent high speed, cellular rhythm (though of course
regular pulse is the exception in Boulez), and perhaps also erotic im-
pulse. In almost everything Boulez has said and written about his own
music, the interlacing of creation and destruction is seen in quite ab-
stract terms. However, of the two vocal works he produced during this
period, both to words by René Char, the larger, Le Visage nuptial, sets
poems of intense sexual imagery, while the other, Le Soleil des eaux,
begins, in its definitive form, with a song of sensual longing. According
to his own account, he was drawn to Char’s poetry because of ‘the
clipped violence of his style, the unequalled paroxysm, the purity’2°—
ideals that accorded with his musical project. As to his expressive affili-
ations, in works of clamorous intensity and occasional languor, he has
had little to say. He also moderated both cantatas’” immoderacy—to
which they owed part of their obstinate power—in later revisions. Le
Visage nuptial, originally set out in 1946—47 for soloists with two ondes
martenot, piano, and percussion, was subsequently orchestrated and
then substantially revised in the late 1980s. Le Soleil des eaux was rein-
terpreted in three successive cantata versions in 1950, 1958, and 1965.

Insisting on musical revolution, Boulez’s writings of the period
only rarely mention expressive purpose, which makes such breaks all
the more telling. Somewhat later he recalled how he had been ‘struck
in a very violent way’ by the beauty of African and Far Eastern music

20. Antoine Goléa: Rencontres avec Pierre Boulez (Paris, 1958), 99.
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(the music that Messiaen had taught him to admire), ‘a beauty so far
removed from our own culture and so close to my own temperament’,!
but most striking and most immediate is the revelation at the end of
‘Proposals’, with reference to another French artist who had been
‘struck in a very violent way’ by extra-European cultures. ‘I think’, he
wrote, ‘that music should be collective hysteria and magic, violently
modern—along the lines of Antonin Artaud.” But then immediately
comes the recoil: ‘T have a horror of discussing verbally what is so
smugly called the problem of aesthetics . .. I prefer to return to my
lined paper.’??

The work he returned to his lined paper to write was the Livre pour
quatuor (1948-49), his first instrumental work without piano. The me-
dium of the string quartet inevitably imposed, as he has said, ‘a certain
reticence’,?? but it also made available a wide variety of tone colour, for
he took up effects to be found in the quartets of Debussy, Bartok, Berg,
and Webern. Of the six projected movements, the even-numbered ones
(except perhaps for IV, which has been neither published nor per-
formed) are those in which attention is fixed most firmly on the devel-
opment of rhythmic cells in an intensive manner proceeding from the
Second Sonata. The odd-numbered movements are freer in feeling and
motion, and often touch an abstracted sensuousness that also marks the
opening song of Le Soleil des eaux. But rhythmic complexity is a feature
throughout, and no doubt accounted for the delayed and piecemeal
premiere of the work: movements I and I were not heard until 1955,
and I1I, V, and VI followed only in the early 1960s. Partial performances
are not, however, in contradiction with the nature of the Livre, for the
players are invited to choose and order movements as they will.

With this project delayed, the Char cantatas revised and other
pieces suppressed, the history of Boulez’s works of the late 1940s is
complex. His statements about history, such as have been quoted here,
suggest a single march of events, into which he strode, and whose
tempo he made his own (or vice versa). Later explanations, such as
emerge from his interviews with Deliege, emphasizing the Sonatina
and the sonatas as way stations towards the first book of Structures,
ratify that view, which became part of the ideology of new music. And
so other achievements of his passionately creative early twenties, such
as the Char cantatas, the Livre pour cordes, and the long withdrawn
Sonata for two pianos, were relegated to the margins. What thereby
emerged as a zealous pursuit of historical necessity is only a part of the
truth of the young Boulez’s artistic behaviour. It is no less remarkable
for that.

21. ‘Sonate, que me veux-tu?’, Perspectives of New Music, i/2 (1963), 34.
22. Boulez, Stocktakings, 54.
23. Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 53.
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Musique Concrete

The presence of the ondes martenot in the music that Boulez and Mes-
siaen were writing at this time—Boulez’s Quartet and Le Visage nuptial,
Messiaen’s Turangalila—can be understood in various ways: Boulez was
a performer on the instrument, and Messiaen used its capacity to sug-
gest a voice unearthly in its range, power, and wordlessness. Whether
at the time they were also concerned with electronic music as a goal is
unclear; Boulez’s early writings suggest that the problems consuming
him were those of écriture. However, there were others who were eager
to explore new sound resources, and in May 1948, Pierre Schaeffer
created the first example of what became known as ‘musique concrete’:
Etude aux chemins de fer, a three-minute piece made by manipulating
recordings of railway trains.?*

Experiments with discs had been conducted before the war, notably
(and independently) by Milhaud, Hindemith, and Varese, but it re-
mained to Schaeffer to discover and use the basic techniques of sound
transformation: reversing a sound by playing its recording backwards,
altering it in pitch, speed, and timbre by changing the velocity of play-
back, isolating elements from it, and superimposing one sound on an-
other. Just as important as these possibilities was the change to the art
of composition. Every example of musique concréte was an improvi-
sation created by the composer working directly with the sounds avail-
able: notation and performance were bypassed, and many traditional
compositorial skills—those of imagining sounds and shapes, and setting
them down precisely enough for the needs of performers—were irrel-
evant. Perhaps for those very reasons, electronic music was soon set on
a path apart from other music, to become a sphere (too often regarded
as a secondary sphere) with its own institutions and proponents.

At the time, though, Schaeffer’s hopes, like Boulez’s, would seem
to have been more utopian. Both men were convinced that their in-
novations—techniques of sound transformation for the one, principles
of rhythm and form adequate to serialism for the other—were histori-
cally inevitable and would provide a way towards the musical future.
Schaeffer’s aim was to use his techniques in order to free his material
from its native associations, so that an event could become not just an
evocative symbol but a pure ‘sound object” amenable to compositional
treatment. To have depended on the original associations would have
been, in his terms, to create not music but literature, to make a drama
of sound effects rather than a musical composition of rhythms and
timbres. An important discovery was made when he remarked that the
removal of the opening instants of a sound, the ‘starting transient’,

24. See Carlos Palombini, ‘Machine Songs V: Pierre Schaeffer—from Re-
search into Noises to Experimental Music’, Computer Music Journal, xvii/3 (1993),
14-19.
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could transform its character, so that a bell stroke, for instance, would
be changed into something more like an organ tone. Armed with tech-
niques of this kind, he hoped to employ an array of gramophone turn-
tables as ‘the most general musical instrument possible’, providing
facilities for altering any sound derived from the real world (hence the
term ‘musique concrete’ to denote this music created from ‘concrete’
sound sources, though behind the choice of word there may also have
been the hope that new materials would revolutionize the art in the
way that reinforced concrete had revolutionized architecture—an op-
timistic analogy cherished by many composers in the decade or so after
the war).

Schaeffer’s early studies, which include not only the railway piece
but also others created from piano chords (played by Boulez) and
saucepans, were broadcast by French radio on October 5, 1948 in what
was billed as a ‘concert of noises’. The result was immediate interest
from the public and from fellow composers. Several young musicians
visited Schaeffer’s studio, and one of them, the Messiaen pupil Pierre
Henry, remained to collaborate with him on what was the first extended
electronic composition, the Symphonie pour un homme seul (1949-50),
which uses a wide variety of sounds—vocal, instrumental, and orches-
tral, as well as many from everyday objects—in eleven short movements
of diverse character, by turns sensual, whimsical, and menacing. The
work received its premiere at the first public concert of electronic
music, given at the Ecole Normale de Musique in Paris on March 18,
1950. With the arrival of the tape recorder later that year to ease pro-
duction, and with the formal establishment by French radio of a
Groupe de Musique Concrete in 1951, the way was open for a wider
dissemination of the means of electronic music. For Boulez and Mes-
siaen, the possibility of a precise control over sound and duration came
at the opportune moment when music itself seemed to be demanding
pristine process.

Variations: Nono

1948 begins to appear a key year: the year of the first musique con-
crete, the year when Messiaen completed Turangalila and Boulez his
Second Sonata, and the year when another avenue of modernism
opened with the arrival of Hermann Scherchen (1891-1966) to teach
a course at the conservatory in Venice, where his class included Bruno
Maderna (1920-73) and Nono, both Venetians and both ex-pupils of
Gian Francesco Malipiero.?> Scherchen was a great instigator. He had
conducted Pierrot lunaire on its 1912 tour, and given the first performance

25. T am grateful to Nicolas Hodges for giving me the benefit of his un-
published essay ‘Luigi Nono: Compositional Development from Variazioni ca-
noniche (1950) to Composizione n.2 per orchestra—Diario polacco (1958-59)". The



20 Modern Music and After

Andante moderato J’ =¢.72

[}
|
brass l B
. _>
timp. gg_{ oy
iz
P
bl J— Dy £ 2 I 7a.h9-\ﬁ 39
tam-tam Y N R R R
side drum |5 TPkt R Drfwvyiwsf e
snare drum [ TE Sy e 2% SR Sas i =t
bass drum mp l r =
str. R

v

2 D
[ p——
I ¥
=2
of <
o=
7
n P
| —
I S
> > 5
P -~ P
:Il-. ‘}.’::’(u 7 g’jl ¥ o
~ ~ iv;_ EEt e
'v e
of =P fif —

Example 3 Luigi Nono, Variazioni canoniche

of Berg’'s Wozzeck fragments, among many premieres; since 1933 he
had been living in Switzerland. He was active in the International So-
ciety for Contemporary Music, which, during the decade or so after
the war was still an important forum. And he had founded, in 1919,
the most influential new-music review: Melos. Rather unusually for
someone who had emerged from Schoenberg’s circle, he had catholic
tastes, and seems to have encouraged young composers—first Nono
and Maderna, later Iannis Xenakis (1922-2001)—to stay independent
of all orthodoxies. On Nono his influence was decisive, though also
important at that 1948 course was the presence of Eunice Catunda, a
Brazilian composer and communist, who introduced both Nono and
Maderna to Spanish and Brazilian dance rhythms, and to the poetry
of Lorca. The Latin rhythms and the Lorca were to have a driving im-
portance in Nono’s music of the early 1950s; the communist allegiance
he already shared. Though it was not until 1952 that he joined the
party, his first public work was a homage to Schoenberg’s most explic-

best published introduction to Nono in English remains: G. W. Hopkins, ‘Luigi
Nono’, Music and Musicians, 14/8 (1965-66), 32ff.
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itly anti-fascist piece, Variazioni canoniche sulla serie dell’op.41 di Arnold
Schoenberyg (i.e., the Ode to Napoleon).

The title could be misleading. Nono’s interpretation of both varia-
tion and canon is unconventional, and the work is not serial: rather the
series is the music’s gradual discovery, taking control of harmony in the
third variation and of melodic counterpoint in the fourth, at the end of
which—in the closing bars of the piece—the harp at last presents the
twelve-note succession complete. Like Boulez at a similar point of close
approach to Schoenberg (in the Sonatina), Nono immediately proves
his separation and his individuality; but he does this not so much by
contradicting Schoenberg as by hailing him from a distance, a distance
expressed in features that were to remain characteristic. Among these
are the treatment of the orchestra in choirs of like instruments (an old
Venetian habit), the elemental simplicity, the Varésian favouring of un-
pitched percussion for rhythmic messages, and the powerful thrust.
Hopkins mentions also ‘that sense of mystery whereby Nono seems to
be a conjuror drawing sounds from the air as from a hat’. Example 3,
from the lead-up to the second variation, may indicate many of these
aspects. The insistence and the elementalness are there in the way a
short-long-short rhythmic figure is stamped by the timpani in the fifth
bar from out of the whispering percussion, and then becomes, in a
second wave, the subject of a timbral crescendo from timpani to brass
to strings, harp and piano in octaves. The magic unpredictability is
present in the repeated surprise of a sudden boldness.

The work was composed in 1950, and Nono took it with him that
summer when he went, as did Scherchen and Maderna, to the summer
course that would provide the gathering European avant-garde with
an annual meeting-place: Darmstadt.
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Silencing Music
Cage, 1946-52

Rhythmic Structuring

The principal work of his own that Cage took with him on a visit to
Paris in 1949 was his book of Sonatas and Interludes for prepared piano
(1946-48), one of the largest of several compositions from that decade
in which he adjusted the timbres of the piano by inserting foreign ob-
jects between the strings: the printed music includes a ‘table of prepa-
rations’ that gives instructions for the placing of screws, nuts, bolts and
pieces of plastic and rubber to alter the sounds of forty-five notes, so
that the piano comes to make largely unpitched noises like those of
drums, gongs, and rattles. Preparation of the piano offered the com-
poser the opportunity to explore and transform his sound material in a
very direct manner, by inviting an empirical mode of working similar
to that being made possible by the electronic medium. Indeed, the pre-
pared piano was perhaps consciously developed as a homemade substi-
tute for electronic synthesis. In 1937, Cage had expressed his optimistic
view of the potential electronic evolution of music,! and in 1942—after
he had made his first electronic experiments, beginning with the 1939
Imaginary Landscape No. 1, for instruments including two variable-speed
turntables with frequency recordings—he had been more specific:
‘Many musicians,” he had written, ‘the writer included, have dreamed

1. John Cage, ‘The Future of Music: Credo’, Silence: Lectures and Writings
(Middletown, Conn., 1961; London, 1968), 3-7.
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of compact technological boxes, inside which all audible sounds, in-
cluding noise, would be ready to come forth at the command of the
composer’.? In this article he had gone on to describe the work he had
recently done at a Chicago radio station, using electrical gadgets (buzz-
ers, amplified coils of wire, a radio, and a gramophone) in various pieces
made onto disc for broadcast.

If in their experimental approach to sound the Sonatas and In-
terludes relate to Cage’s electronic essays, they also connect with his
earlier works for his own percussion orchestra, such as the First Con-
struction (in Metal) for six players (1939), since the prepared piano is
effectively a one-man percussion group. This concentration on percus-
sive sonorities was a central item of musical principle, for it dramatized
the need, as Cage saw it, for music to be structured on the basis of du-
ration (possessed by all kinds of sound, and by silence) rather than
harmony (possessed only by pitched tones in combination). In his ‘De-
fense of Satie’>—a lecture he delivered soon after the completion of the
Sonatas and Interludes, and in which his productive naivety is apparent—
he charges Beethoven with the ‘error’ of defining structure by means
of harmony, and applauds Satie and Webern for correctly using dura-
tion as the measure: ‘There can be no right making of music that does
not structure itself from the very roots of sound and silence—lengths
of time’. Later in the same talk he insists that the purpose of a musical
composition is ‘to bring into co-being elements paradoxical by nature,
to bring into one situation elements that can be and ought to be agreed
upon—that is, Law elements—together with elements that cannot and
ought not to be agreed upon—that is, Freedom elements—these two
ornamented by other elements, which may lend support to one or the
other of the two fundamental and opposed elements, the whole form-
ing thereby an organic entity’.

In the Sonatas and Interludes, he provided the most comprehensive
demonstration of this combining of ‘Law’ and ‘Freedom’ in rhythmic
structure. Each of the sixteen sonatas and four interludes is based on a
number sequence that defines the durational proportions of the sub-
sections and often appears also in smaller rhythmic units. In the case of
Sonata I, for instance, the sequence is 4-1-3-4-1-3-4-2-4-2, and the
movement, as always, falls into two repeated sections (Scarlatti, then,
might be placed among Cage’s ancestors, along with Satie and Webern)
that correspond in their lengths to this sequence, the first being of
four, one, and three double-dotted semibreves, the second of four and
two double-dotted semibreves. Nor is this choice of the double-dotted
semibreve as unit arbitrary, for the number sequence sums to twenty-
eight, and the double-dotted semibreve is made up of twenty-eight

2. John Cage, ‘For More New Sounds’, in Richard Kostelanetz, ed., John
Cage (London, 1971), 65.
3. Ibid., 77-84.
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Example 4 John Cage, Sonatas and Interludes

semiquavers (sixteen plus eight plus four). So the entire sequence can
be represented within any subsection. For example, the first subsection,
with a length of four double-dotted semibreves, can equally be consid-
ered as containing twenty-eight crotchets, and so can express the se-
quence in terms of crotchets, as indicated in example 4, which shows
only the rhythm of this subsection. Here, it is clear, the proportions
are to some degree masked by what one must take to be ‘Freedom ele-
ments’, though these often state fragments of the ‘Law’ in miniature:
the ratio 1:3, for instance, features several times, from the first bar on-
wards, as well as in its rightful places at bars 2 and 4. The sonata there-
fore displays the same proportioning on three levels: in the subsection-
ing of the whole, in the rhythmic divisions of subsections, and in the
fine detail of the rhythmic divisions.

Cage had introduced this kind of self-repeating form in the First
Construction, and continued with it in the works that came immediately
after the Sonatas and Interludes, including the composition he began in
Paris—the String Quartet in Four Parts (1949-50)—and the ensuing
Concerto for prepared piano and orchestra (1950-51). In the former,
the guiding number sequence governs the relative lengths of the four
movements, which form a seasonal cycle from summer to spring. It is
to these movements that the title alludes and not to the medium’s
polyphonic nature, for the quartet is not really polyphonic at all but
essentially in one part: Cage described it as ‘a melodic line without ac-
companiment, which employs single tones, intervals, triads and aggre-
gates requiring one or more of the instruments for their production’*
(by ‘aggregates’ he meant chords more complex than simple intervals
and triads). The harmonies, reintroduced after a spate of works for
largely percussive resources, are not to be interpreted as functional—
indeed, the slow progress of unrelated chords defies an understanding
in terms of harmonic consequence—but are rather single and indepen-
dent events, each chosen for its colour and caused to occupy the space
allotted to it by the numerical pattern. The string quartet thus becomes
a kind of enlarged prepared piano, able to offer a very different range
of sonorities, but similarly to be used as a reservoir of unconnected
sounds. Cage pursued this mode of composition in writing for an or-
chestra of twenty-two soloists in the concerto, the players again con-
tributing to a monorhythmic line of detached sound events.

4. Preface to the score.
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As Cage recognized, his use of fixed-proportion rhythmic structures
allowed him to place not only sound, noise, and silence on an equal
footing but also East and West. Rhythm, not harmony, was what was
fundamental to all musical cultures. And his own rhythmic practice
related to the Indian concept of tala, or to the tiered speeds of Balinese
gamelan music, which the work of Colin McPhee would have drawn to
his attention.’ The sounds of his works for percussion ensemble and for
prepared piano also suggested those of Balinese music, and the Sonatas
and Interludes had deeper links with Asia, coming from the time when
Cage said he ‘first became seriously aware of Oriental philosophy’.6 It
was after reading the works of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy that he
determined in the Sonatas and Interludes ‘to attempt the expression in
music of the “permanent emotions” of Indian tradition: the heroic, the
erotic, the wondrous, the mirthful, sorrow, fear, anger, the odious, and
their common tendency toward tranquillity’.” Then in the String Quar-
tet he was stimulated by Eastern associations of summer with preser-
vation, autumn with destruction, winter with peace, and spring with
creation.

Given Cage’s interests in rhythm and in Eastern music, his rela-
tionship with Boulez in 1949 begins to make sense. For Boulez, here
was a man whose use of rhythmic cells—albeit in strictly monophonic
music—showed similar techniques of variation to his own, a man who
was similarly iconoclastic (though, as it turned out, in his calm way far
more ruthlessly so than the intemperate Boulez), and a man whose
understanding of music was similarly global. Besides, Cage was an
American in Paris, representative of a nation partly responsible for lib-
erating France from its political and intellectual bondage, and repre-
sentative, too, of a culture that might have appeared—to a young man
seemingly immune to the siren call of the Soviet Union—to hold the
key to the future. Falling between Boulez and Messiaen in age, Cage
could have impressed Boulez as an older brother, and a proof that he
was on the right path. Boulez was particularly struck by Cage’s use of
square charts setting out the durational relationships to be employed in
a work, by his escape from temperament in writing for noise instru-
ments, and by his handling of complex sounds not as agents of har-
monic meaning but as events in themselves, and as events that sug-
gested a pitch analogue for the rhythmic cell. ‘The tendency of these
experiments by John Cage’, he was to write in 1952, ‘is too close to my
own for me to fail to mention them.’® But by that time, when Boulez

5. McPhee had an article, ‘The “Absolute” Music of Bali’, in the June
1935 issue of the influential journal Modern Music, to which Cage himself
contributed.

6. Kostelanetz, ed., John Cage, 129.

7. Ibid.

8. Pierre Boulez, Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship (Oxford, 1991), 135.
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had made the breakthrough into total serialism, Cage’s retreat from
Western rhetoric—to be observed progressively in the Sonatas and Inter-
ludes, the String Quartet and the Concerto for prepared piano—had set
him on a very different course.

Towards Silence

The deceptive—perhaps even self-deceptive—nature of the link be-
tween Cage and Boulez is manifest from a comparison of the former’s
Concerto for prepared piano (summer 1950—February 1951) with the
latter’s first book of Structures (1951-52). Both composers made exten-
sive use of number charts, but where Boulez’s goal with these was total
serial organization, Cage’s was nonintention. For Boulez, objective rule
was a guardian against traditional values, a guarantor of independence:
he as composer was master of the rule. For Cage, always more radical,
mastery of the rule was an idle conceit: he was delighted by the possi-
bility of removing his own creative wishes. ‘Ilet the pianist express the
opinion that music should be improvised or felt,” he said of the Con-
certo’s first movement, ‘while the orchestra expressed only the chart,
with no personal taste involved. In the second movement I made large
concentric moves on the chart for both pianist and orchestra, with the
idea of the pianist beginning to give up personal taste. The third move-
ment had only one set of moves [dictated by coin tossing®] on the chart
for both, and a lot of silences. . . . Until that time, my music had been
based on the traditional idea that you had to say something. The charts
gave me my first indication of the possibility of saying nothing’.!°

The virtue of saying nothing was being borne in on him by his
studies of zen under Daisetz T. Suzuki at Columbia University in 1951.
Opening his work to chance decisions gave him some inkling of how
to reach the goal. Through a mechanical procedure—at first coin tosses
to pick places on number charts—sounds would arrive in a composi-
tion without the composer’s will or decision, and so without any delib-
erate connection to other sounds. Nobody would be intending them;
no musical language would be giving them a meaning. One could ‘make
a composition the continuity of which is free of individual taste and
memory (psychology) and also of the literature and “traditions” of the
art. The sounds enter the time-space centered within themselves, un-
impeded by service to any abstraction, their 360 degrees of circum-
ference free for an infinite play of interpenetration. Value judgments
are not in the nature of this work as regards either composition, per-
formance, or listening. The idea of relation (the idea: 2) being absent,

9. See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence (Cambridge
and New York, 1993), 94.
10. Note with Nonesuch H 71202.
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anything (the idea: 1) may happen. A “mistake” is beside the point, for
once anything happens it authentically is’".!!

For the rest of his life—a period of forty years after this statement
was published in 1952—Cage never wavered from this view. In a sense,
therefore, the Concerto for prepared piano is his last composition, the
last composition in which he exerted his will, though dyingly. Yet there
is a paradox here. Nonintention was itself an intention, and what al-
lows us to go on speaking of Cage as a composer after the Concerto is
the unparallelled determination with which he pursued that intention
through an extraordinary variety of ways and means. This is where
‘individual taste and memory (psychology)’ make their remarkable re-
turn, for a determined absence of determination had already been the
central characteristic of his music, an absence revealed in his treatment
of time as unmotivated extension, his choice of simplicity and repeti-
tion (found at an early extreme in the 1947 prepared-piano piece Music
for Marcel Duchamp), his avoidance of rhetoric. And the future was to
prove, despite his immense and worldwide influence in the 1950s and
1960s, that nobody could make unmeant music as he could.

One of his earliest and boldest ventures in that direction was his
Imaginary Landscape No. 4 for twelve radio receivers, first performed in
New York on May 10, 1951. In order to remove his own preferences
from the composition he entrusted it to ‘chance operations’, using, as
in the last movement of the Concerto, coin tosses to derive positions
on his charts: the particular stimulus was the I Ching, of which Richard
Wilhelm’s German version had been published in English in New York
the previous year. Where the I Ching invites the user to cast lots and so
be directed to one of sixty-four oracular pronouncements, Cage substi-
tuted for the latter his charts, of eight-by-eight arrays of numbers that
he could use to dictate musical parameters—in this case, the wave-
lengths, durations, and dynamic levels to be set on the twelve radios.
All these parameters are notated, but of course there is no way of know-
ing what will be broadcast on any given wavelength at the time of
performance. It might therefore seem that the scrupulousness is ironic,
even comic; but Cage was neither clown nor satirist. His folly was a
kind of devotion. To accept the data of chance was to welcome any-
thing. And to present those data in the form of a score was to demand
a similar selflessness, trust, and tenacity from performers, so that his
chance-composed works, so far from licensing irresponsibility, require
and favour a rare degree of artistry.

He was lucky in some of his colleagues. Alongside Imaginary Land-
scape No. 4 he was at work on a big solo piano work for David Tudor
(1926-96), whom he had persuaded to give the first New York perfor-
mance of Boulez’s Second Sonata on December 17, 1950. Tudor was to

11. Cage, ‘To Describe the Process of Composition used in Music of Changes
and Imaginary Landscape No. 4’, Silence, 59.
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Example 5 John Cage, Music of Changes

remain one of his regular collaborators and friends; both men were as-
sociated with Merce Cunningham’s dance company, and Tudor was the
destined performer or co-performer of much of Cage’s music for piano
or electronics (towards which he moved in 1960). The work that
started this musical alliance was the Music of Changes (the New York
edition of the Wilhelm I Ching had been given the subtitle ‘Book of
Changes’), which maintains the fixed-proportion rhythmic structure
of the earlier works, though time is here indicated principally by mea-
sured length rather than by traditional bars. Such notation, often called
‘space-time notation’, was widely adopted during the 1950s, 1960s and
1970s; for Cage it provided a way to symbolize time as a smooth extent,
into which conventionally notated durations fall. The proportional
rhythmic structure is now unregarded by the music: it simply provides
passages of time to be filled, and the filling is dictated again by coin
tosses that determine tempos, the number of simultaneous layers,
dynamic levels, pitches, and sound categories (whether single notes,
groups, aggregates, other complex events, such as clusters, silently
depressed keys, trills and glissandos on the strings, noises such as lid
slams, or rests); durations were derived from the Tarot pack. Often the
unwilled result is irrational: for instance, in example 5, which shows
the opening of the first of the four books into which the work is di-
vided, the left-hand cluster gets in the way of other incidents. In such
cases ‘the performer is to apply his own discretion’.

Perhaps the only thing that was intended of the Music of Changes
was that it should be a response to the Boulez sonata, with which it
was paired at its first complete performance, in New York on January 1,
1952. Everything else was ruthlessly nonintentional—except, crucially,
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the ruthlessness. For one thing, few other musicians would have car-
ried through the project of chance-composing every detail in a packed
three-quarter-hour work, and of then going on in that direction: apol-
ogizing to Boulez in the summer of 1952 for the sketchiness of a letter,
Cage remarked that ‘I spend a great deal of time tossing coins and the
emptiness of head that that induces begins to penetrate the rest of my
time as well’.!? The laborious mechanism of chance composition was
not only a bulwark against creative intention; it withered creative in-
tention. And yet by denying himself choice, Cage paradoxically inten-
sified those features that had been most characteristic of his deliberate
music: its openness to new and various sounds, and its cool unfolding,
not troubled by passages of extreme activity or complexity, ‘throwing
sound into silence’.!®> Slowed beat in the String Quartet and the Con-
certo for prepared piano had already reduced the sense of music driv-
ing the machine of time. In the Music of Changes, by definition, there
can be no moment-to-moment purpose. Time is a neutral expanse into
which sounds come, and by offering it as such, Cage completed the
revolution that Debussy had begun against musical progression.

He went on to apply coin-tossing methods to the electronic me-
dium in Imaginary Landscape No. 5 (1951-52) and Williams Mix (1952).
Tape music was then in its infancy. The Russian-born Vladimir Ussa-
chevsky (1911-90), who taught at Columbia University, gave a dem-
onstration of the new medium’s potential in 1952, and he was soon
joined in his endeavours by Otto Luening (1900-96), who had studied
with Busoni. They presented the first concert of electronic music in
the Western Hemisphere, at the Museum of Modern Art in New York
on October 28, 1952: representative of the pieces then heard are Us-
sachevsky’s Sonic Contours and Luening’s Fantasy in Space, based on
the sounds of piano and flute respectively. Out of their efforts grew
the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center, which was formally
founded in 1960.

Cage’s interest in electronic music went back long before the Ussa-
chevsky-Luening initiative to his 1937 essay and the works that had
followed it; he had also had his enthusiasm reawakened by Boulez’s
news of working with Schaeffer.'* But by now he was concerned not
so much with new sounds as with tape as a holding medium. The nota-
tion of the Music of Changes already suggests a stretch of magnetic tape
bearing sound imprints; Imaginary Landscape No. 5, devised for a dance,
was to actualize that image, with the imprints taken from any forty-
two source recordings. To make his own version he went to the studio
of Louis and Bebe Barron (who in 1956 were to be responsible for the
first electronic music made for a commercial film, Forbidden Planet), and

12. Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence, 133.
13. Ibid., 78.
14. See ibid., 1191f.
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stayed on to create the vastly more complex Williams Mix, named in
honour of the patron, Paul Williams, who had funded the work. Wil-
liams Mix, of which only a four-minute fragment was ever completed,
required a host of coin tosses to determine the kinds and lengths of
sounds to be spliced together onto eight simultaneous tracks, each sound
belonging to one of six categories—’city sounds’, ‘country sounds’,
‘electronic sounds’, ‘manually produced sounds, including the litera-
ture of music’, ‘wind-produced sounds, including songs’ and ‘small
sounds requiring amplification to be heard with the others’'>—and sub-
jected or not to control of frequency, overtone structure, and amplitude.
For Cage, the work took him still closer to nonintentionality, since the
choices of sounds and controls could be made by other people, follow-
ing the chance-ordered plan. ‘So that it is not “my” work’.'®

But in another sense it is, for the usual reasons of discipline and
openness, and also for the characteristic generosity to the small. Other
works from the remarkable year of 1952 included Water Music (for a
pianist also using a radio and other sound sources), the first of the
Music for Piano series (in which Cage discovered a quicker way of creat-
ing chance music, by marking imperfections on a sheet of paper and
placing notes there) and the opening piece in another series, of time-
title works: 4” 33”. But the celebrated silence of this last also stands at
the end of a road, as one logical conclusion to Cage’s quest for self-
withdrawal from his work, and as a natural development from the
yawning gulfs of the Concerto for prepared piano and the Music of
Changes. It also presents the paradox of nonintentionality with peculiar
intensity. Stray intentions persist. Cage sometimes seemed to accept
the view that the piece is not silent at all, but rather a revelation of the
sounds an audience would normally disregard or treat as disturbance.
It is also mute theatre, in that the performer or performers (the pre-
miere, at Woodstock, New York, on August 29, 1952, was given by
Tudor, but the work was later made available to any forces) must make
it clear that a musical performance is taking place. But these things are
by the way. 4" 33” is music reduced to nothing, and nothing raised to
music. It cannot be heard, and is heard anywhere by anyone at any
time. It is the extinction of thought, and has provoked more thought
than any other music of the second half of the twentieth century.

Around Cage

Cage’s rapid evolution in 1951-52—from the Concerto for prepared
piano to 4’ 33” in eighteen months—may have been encouraged not
only by zen studies but also by support from fellow artists with whom
he was associated. In Tudor he had a dedicated performer (hence so

15. From Cage’s note on the work in Kostelanetz, ed., John Cage, 109.
16. Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence, 132.
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Example 6 Morton Feldman, Projection I1

much piano music) and an assistant in the electronic studio. In Robert
Rauschenberg, whom he met in 1948,'” he found a painter with similar
concerns for the small currency of experience. And in Morton Feldman
(1926-87), Earle Brown (1926-2002), and Christian Wolff (b. 1934)
he discovered younger composers willing to join his pursuit of non-
intention: Feldman and Wolff came into his orbit in 1950; Brown
joined the group two years later.

Some of Wollff’s first pieces use radically limited materials: just
three notes within the minimal chromatic range of a major second in
his Duo for violins (1950). Meanwhile, Feldman was taking an almost
opposite tack in prescribing pitch as little as possible. His Projections and
Intersections are series of ‘graph’ compositions in which, as in the Music
of Changes, time is represented by space, and in which the spaced boxes
specify only instrument, register, number of simultaneous sounds, mode
of production, and duration. The two series differ in that the Projections
are to be consistently quiet, while in the Infersections ‘the player is free
to choose any dynamic at any entrance but must maintain sameness of
volume’—though ‘what is desired in both . . . is a pure (non-vibrating)
tone’.'® BExample 6 shows the opening of Projection II, where the dashed
lines mark off units of a second; the first sound heard is a five-note
chord in the extreme bass of the piano, followed by a middle-range
trumpet note, a note in the mid-treble of the piano, and so on. In other
works of the same period, such as the Extensions series or Structures for

17. See David Revill, The Roaring Silence: John Cage: A Life (London, 1992),
96.

18. Statement by Feldman republished in The Boulez-Cage Correspondence,
104.
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Example 7 Earle Brown, December 1952

string quartet, Feldman used conventional notation in order to achieve
noncompulsion differently, by having delicate figures repeated over
and over again. But the ideal is essentially the same: as Cage pointed
out, ‘Feldman’s conventionally notated music is himself playing his
graph music’.!® The exceptions to his world of low-density, low-speed,
low-volume music were few and extreme: the hectically eventful Inter-
section III for piano, or the unrealized and probably unrealizable Inter-
section for tape.2°

The fact that Feldman had such a thing as a personal sound-world
is emblematic of his distance from Cage; Brown'’s objectives were dif-
ferent again, and perhaps formed most by what he learned from the
visual arts. By his own account, he was stimulated by ‘the integral but
unpredictable “floating” variations of a Calder mobile and the contex-
tual rightness of Pollock’s spontaneity and directness in relation to the

19. Michael Nyman, Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond (London, 1974),
45.

20. Seenote 23 to Heinz-Klaus Metzger, ‘Essay on Prerevolutionary Music’,
published with EMI C 165 28954-7.
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material and his particular image of his work’.?! His aim was not the
empty space of Cage, nor the quiet space of Feldman, but the decisive
object—not the extinction of the composer, nor the liberation of the
performer, but the creation of a well-made piece, one that would have
a sure identity for all the variability of form and detail introduced by
means of indeterminate notation. The more indeterminate the nota-
tion, the more the identity of the piece would have to be visual, until,
very rapidly, he arrived at December 1952 (example 7), which is at once
the earliest, the most enigmatic (there being no instructions about
how these shapes are to be realized as sound) and the most elegant of
graphic scores. 4 33” had elided the gap between music and life; Decem-
ber 1952, less ambitiously, elided that between music and design.

21. Quoted in Nyman, Experimental Music, 48.
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Total Organization
Western Europe, 1949-54

The Moment of Total Serialism 1:
Darmstadt 1949 and Darmstadt 1951

It was around 1950 that Messiaen, through becoming a pupil of his
pupils, became again their teacher. Speaking generally of his students,
he once observed that ‘their questions compelled me to undertake
studies I might not have dreamt of, had it not been for them’:! upper-
most in his mind, surely, must have been his relationship with Boulez.
However, his leap from the Cing Rechants (1949) to the Mode de valeurs
et d’intensités for piano (1949-50) might indicate some other catalyst,
given that Boulez’s most recent work at the time was the Livre pour
quatuor. Conceivably the prompt came from Cage, who stayed in Paris
for several months and played his Sonatas and Interludes both for Mes-
siaen’s class on June 7, 19492 and at a soirée when Boulez delivered a
slightly circumspect introduction.?> Boulez’s reference here to ‘duration,
amplitude, frequency, and timbre—in other words, the four character-
istics of a sound” echoes a statement of sound’s quaternary nature in

1. Claude Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color (Portland, Oreg.: Ama-
deus, 1994), 176.

2. See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence (Cambridge
and New York, 1993), 5.

3. Reproduced in ibid., 27-32.
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Example 8 Olivier Messiaen, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités

Cage’s recent essay ‘Forerunners of Modern Music’,* and suggests that
the definition of these four parameters, which provided the organiza-
tional basis for total serialism, came from Cage. The setting-up of com-
positional algorithms, another essential feature of total serialism, also
has clearer origins in Cage’s principle of rhythmic proportioning than
in Boulez’s turmoil of motivic extrapolations. All that was needed was to
add the twelve-note principle to these Cageian elements—the four pa-
rameters, automatic operation—and the Mode de valeurs (see example 8)
would be the almost inevitable result.

The piece’s dateline, ‘Darmstadt 1949, points to other momentous
encounters, though those were mostly in the future. The Darmstadt
summer courses had been instituted in 1946 to bring young Germans—
including Henze that first year—up to date with music unheard under
the Nazis. Increasingly international, the courses had Leibowitz on board
in 1948, Messiaen in 1949, and Edgard Varese (1883-1965) in 1950,
when Nono and Maderna were among the students.

Messiaen’s preface to the Mode de valeurs describes how the piece is
composed as a three-part counterpoint, each part using a different set

4. John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Middletown, Conn., 1961;
London, 1968), 62-66; also republished in Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Corre-
spondence, 38-42.
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of twelve chromatic pitches and twelve ‘chromatic durations’. These,
following the principle of rhythmic arithmetic in the Turangalila sym-
phony, are on scales from a demisemiquaver to a dotted crotchet in the
top part, from a semiquaver to a dotted minim in the middle part, and
from a quaver to a dotted semibreve in the bottom part. Each of the
thirty-six pitches is permanently associated with one of the thirty-six
durations, and each also keeps the same values in the other two pa-
rameters, of which ‘amplitude’ is represented by seven dynamic levels
and ‘timbre’ by seven different attack markings. The example shows the
opening of the piece, which continues in the same manner. As Richard
Toop demonstrated in an important article on the origins of total serial-
ism, there is a tendency to maintain contiguous fragments of the dura-
tion scales (the two upper lines in the example, for instance, both begin
one-two-three-four, and the one-two-three pattern is soon repeated in
the middle part), but in no sense is the construction serial: decisions
about the ordering of fragments appear to be based on the wish to avoid
octaves and other overt suggestions of tonality.’

For Messiaen, the Mode de valeurs was at an extreme point of pre-
compositional systematization. In the larger piano piece Cantéyodjaya
(1949) he had placed a fraction of similar music along with other ele-
ments in a dance of the possibilities open to him after the Turangalila
symphony; in later works he used sets of chromatic durations again—
notably in the piano piece Ile de feu II (1950), the Livre d’orgue (1951),
‘La Chouette hulotte’ and ‘Le Merle de roche’ from the piano cycle
Catalogue d’oiseaux (1956-58), the orchestral Chronochromie (1960), and
the stigmata scene from Saint Frangois d’Assise (1975-83)—but always
with ‘interversion’ to make the haphazardness of the Mode de valeurs
into decisive process. This technique he introduced in I/e de feu I, where
a sequence of twelve chromatic durations is permuted by taking values
successively from the centre; that generates the first ‘interversion’, from
which the second can be obtained by repeating the process:

Original 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Interversion 1 6 7 5 8 4 9 3 10 2 11 1 12
Interversion 2 3 9 10 4 2 8 11 5 1 7 12 6

The operation can be repeated further until the original sequence is
reproduced—in this case as the tenth interversion. Ile de feu II unfolds
the entire cycle, with less strictly organized episodes, but Messiaen later
preferred sequences of thirty-two or sixty-four chromatic durations
(the last piece in the Livre d’orgue has the title ‘Soixante-quatre du-
rées’), sequences whose interversions could intimate cosmic stretches
of time.

5. Richard Toop, ‘Messiaen/Goeyvaerts, Fano/Stockhausen, Boulez’, Per-
spectives of New Music, 13/1 (1974), 141-69.
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Ile de feu II and the Mode de valeurs were published with two other
pieces as Quatre Etudes de rythme, of which Messiaen made a commer-
cial recording, and it was in this audible form that the Mode de valeurs
returned to Darmstadt in 1951. Among the students there was Karl-
heinz Stockhausen (1928-2007), who was immediately attracted by
what he called a ‘fantastic music of the stars’:® what excited him, as this
image suggests, was the music’s presentation of itself as constituted of
single notes, ‘existing for themselves in complete freedom,” as he went
on to put it, ‘and formulated individually in considerable isolation from
each other’. Hitherto he had written twelve-note pieces in traditional
thematic style, pursuing a Schoenberg-Hindemith synthesis that had
rapidly become the common language of postwar Germany. Now the
experience of the Mode de valeurs—and of discussions with two other
young men at Darmstadt, Karel Goeyvaerts (1923-93) and Nono—set
him in a new direction.

It is worth noting that Stockhausen was awestruck first by the
sound of the Messiaen piece, not by its mechanism, for the physical
substance and the sensuous impact of sound were to remain essential
to his work. But he consistently needed system too, and here Goey-
vaerts could help. Goeyvaerts, after studies in his native Antwerp, had
gone to the Paris Conservatoire, attended Messiaen'’s class in 1947-48,
and been set on the serial road by his friend Jean Barraqué (1928-73),
though apparently he had no knowledge of the Mode de valeurs before
arriving in Darmstadt, bringing with him his opus 1, a Sonata for two
pianos (1950-51).7 The detached notes (‘points’ in Stockhausen’s ter-
minology) of this piece must therefore be an independent evolution
from earlier Messiaen works via discussions with Barraqué, and surely
even more so from the study of Webern’s Piano Variations that Goey-
vaerts had made in 1949-50, when he was still in Paris. (The possibility
therefore arises that Goeyvaerts—as much as Boulez and Cage, and
maybe more than either—was responsible for jolting Messiaen towards
the Mode de valeurs.)

The Webern piece, though not itself definable as an example of
total serialism,® proved to contain valuable pointers. Its second move-
ment, for example, uses only three dynamic markings and five varie-
ties of rhythmic cell; from this it was not too large a step to Goeyvaerts’s
use in the middle two movements of his sonata of seven duration val-
ues, seven modes of attack (as in the Mode de valeurs), and four dynamic
levels. (The outer two movements, planned to contrast with the ratio-
nality within, are counterpoints of irrational cells derived more directly

6. K. H. Worner, Stockhausen: Life and Work (London, 1973), 61.

7. See Toop, ‘Messiaen/Goeyvaerts’, 162.

8. See Peter Westergaard, ‘Webern and “Total Organization”: an Analysis
of the Second Movement of the Piano Variations, Op. 27’, Perspectives of New
Music, Y2 1/2 (1963), 107-20.
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from Messiaen.) But the striking innovation of the sonata—certainly as
far as Stockhausen was concerned—was its structural use of register,
and this too had its roots in the Webern Variations, where pitch palin-
dromes may be slightly upset by registral displacements of motifs, and
in Messiaen (‘Regard de l'onction terrible’ from the Vingt Regards sur
I"Enfant Jésus).

In the central movements of Goeyvaerts’s sonata, cues from We-
bern and Messiaen are considerably developed. Initially a range of
nearly five and a half octaves is available, gradually reducing to two
and a half at the end of the second movement, and then widening
again in the third. Two notes, A and D# remain fixed in register, but
each time any other note recurs it is transposed up an octave, or if that
would take it over the registral ceiling of the moment, it is reintro-
duced in the bass. Thus where Boulez had used fixity and mobility of
register as an alternative to harmonic dialectic in his Second Sonata
(no doubt also under the influence of Webern—perhaps specifically of
the first movement of the Symphony Op. 21), Goeyvaerts’s registral
process created a form that depended neither on conventional models
nor, as in the Mode de valeurs, on the composer’s taste and judgment.
Given a few simple rules, the music did not need to be ‘composed” at
all: the notes would be at play of themselves. Goeyvaerts had gone a
step further even than Cage at this point towards music by algorithm,
towards automatic composition.

Shortly after his Darmstadt visit Goeyvaerts wrote to Barraqué of
what was on his mind: “You know I want to arrive at a music where
everything—absolutely everything—is contained in one fundamental
generating idea. The pitch, the duration, the intensity, the density, the
timbre and the attack are subjected to a general synthetic number with
its subdivisions. . . . The whole thing appears as something immobile,
static, which is, so to say, the analysis of the structure of “Being”, its
adaptation to time’.’

Stockhausen’s susceptibility to this could not have been predicted
from the pieces he had written before going to Darmstadt in the sum-
mer of 1951: the shock of the encounter with Messiaen and Goey-
vaerts is all there in the leap from the Sonatina for violin and piano,
completed soon before, to Kreuzspiel for piano with percussion trio and
two woodwind instruments (see example 9), written in the immedi-
ate aftermath. One might even speak, again, of a conversion, especially
when what exhilarated Stockhausen as much as Goeyvaerts was the
spiritual dimension of their work: the possibility of liberating, more than
creating, sound structures that would have nothing human in their
composition, that would be images of divine unity.!° Since at this point

9. Quoted in Paul Griffiths, The Sea on Fire: Jean Barraqué (Rochester, N.Y.,
2003), 32.
10. See Richard Toop’s review in Contact, 12 (1975), 45-46.
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Example 9 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kreuzspiel
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Stockhausen was a devout Catholic, the form and title of his first piece
after the Darmstadt experience cannot have been accidental, though
the ‘crossplay’ is also a direct extension from Goeyvaerts’s method of
shunting single notes, an extension complicated and enlivened by par-
allel processes applied to Messiaen-style chromatic durations (hence the
percussion), to dynamic levels, and to instrumental colours (hence the
woodwind). The necessary link between formal process and instru-
mentation may well have been, for Stockhausen, a further sign of deep
wholeness.

The example shows the opening of the first of the three main sec-
tions, up to the end of the opening statements of the pitch series and
two different duration series in triplet semiquavers: one pattered out by
the tumbas in even values, the other presented by the piano (11-5-6. . .)
and by the tom-toms in ‘transposed inversion’ (2-8-7 ... ). Each of
these serial forms, whether of pitches or of durations, goes through a
crossover process that completes the section. In succeeding twelve-
note sequences, notes progressively move towards the edges of the
row, and then reappear at the middle. At the same time, they move in
register. To begin with, as shown in the example, they are evenly di-
vided between the lowest possible placement and the highest; then,
starting at different times, they move, according to the pattern 0-1-5-
2-3-4-1-6 or its retrograde. As they reach the middle register, they are
taken over by one of the two woodwind instruments, oboe and bass
clarinet. So around the centre of the section most notes are played by
the woodwind, while at each end the piano predominates.

In the second section the processes of registral and instrumental
transfer are turned inside-out, so that the music starts at the woodwind
centre, moves out to the extremes of the keyboard, and then returns,
though there is the complication of an additional process playing itself
out in trichords on the piano. The third section then combines the
other two: piano and woodwind project a retrograde of the convergent-
divergent crossplay of the first section, while the piano also retrogrades
the divergent-convergent mechanics of the second. In the pure sym-
metry of this scheme, as well as in its development of the crossover
idea, the piece reveals its debt to the Goeyvaerts exemplar, while the
influence of the ‘star music’ of the Mode de valeurs is there in the piano
points (the very first pitch might be construed as a homage to Messiaen)
and in the attachment, within any section, of each note to a particular
duration (though there are structural exceptions to this rule, such as
the progressively increasing duration of C in the second section).

However, this is, already, a characteristic Stockhausen piece, not
only in its perfect digestion of its models but also in its intriguing intro-
duction of discrepancies, its delighted newness, and its brio. Apart from
the durational changes just mentioned, the discrepancies include dis-
turbances to the pitch pattern when a pitched attack coincides with
one in the percussion: Stockhausen may have been concerned to make
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some connection between the two streams; certainly the melding of
pitched and unpitched sound was to become a priority in many sub-
sequent works, notably Kontakte. As for the newness, out of the new
system comes a new way of listening, though perhaps not directly. To
follow the crossplay gambits cannot be considered; their effect, rather,
is of a ruthlessly channelled disorder, of unseen hands moving notes
according to unknown rules, as if one were observing a complex game
with no prior knowledge of its etiquette. Where order is glimpsed—for
instance in repetitions of intervalic motif—it will likely be fortuitous.
Kreuzspiel flies free from the thematic-harmonic continuity that Schoen-
berg had wanted to preserve, and does so not by punishing that conti-
nuity, as Boulez had done, but by ignoring it.

In this lies one of the work’s connections with non-European
musical traditions: another would be its instrumentation, suggestive
more of African or Asian ensembles than of German chamber music.
Where such connections were deliberate in Boulez, in Stockhausen at
this point they may still have been accidental; if the instrumentation,
for instance, was not wholly a concomitant of the musical processes, its
feel could have come from the modern jazz of the time. Jazz, too, is
evoked—again, perhaps inadvertently—by the rhythm, the irregular
accents within uniform pulsation (though the boogie-woogie slow
movement of the Violin Sonatina is a long few months in the past).
This uniform pulsation, which arises inevitably from the superimpos-
ing of lines in chromatic durations (and is, of course, emphasized by
the tumbas of the first section), was something that Stockhausen soon
became anxious to avoid, but in Kreuzspiel it makes a decisive contribu-
tion to the streamlined glide of process, and gives the game a tension
of direction.

During the last two months of 1951, immediately after the compo-
sition of Kreuzspiel, Stockhausen went on to apply similar structural
principles not to isolated points but to whole melodic and harmonic
units, resulting in the movement later published as Formel, for twelve
each of wind and strings with pitched percussion. This brought him a
commission to complete an orchestral piece for the 1952 Donauesch-
ingen Festival, and with the promise of a fee he set off for Paris in Janu-
ary 1952, there to study with Messiaen.

Interlude: The Patrons of Modernism

The names of Darmstadt and Donaueschingen have already suggested
the importance those places had in propagating new music between
the late 1940s and the early 1960s, and to a lesser extent thereafter.
Each owed that importance to the determination of a music critic, to
the fresh-start mood in the western sectors of Germany immediately
after the war, and to the willingness of public authorities (local govern-
ment agencies and radio stations) to sponsor new music—a willingness
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that some competitiveness among localities might have helped foster.
Wolfgang Steinecke (1910-61) founded the Darmstadt summer courses,
and vigorously supported the turn of events that took them, from 1956
onwards, out of the hands of men of his own generation (Hindemith,
Leibowitz, Messiaen) into those of Boulez, Maderna, Nono, and Stock-
hausen. Heinrich Strobel (1898-1970), who had spent the war years in
France, returned to his post in 1946 as editor of Melos, and the same
year became head of music for the Siidwestfunk (SWF), stationed in
Baden-Baden. In 1950 the Donaueschingen Festival became part of his
responsibilities, and he soon made its annual October weekend of con-
certs the most important public event in the new-music calendar:
works first performed there under his jurisdiction included not only
Boulez’s Polyphonie X for eighteen instrumentalists in 1951 and Stock-
hausen’s Spiel in 1952 but also the former’s Livre pour quatuor in 1955
(first two movements), Poésie pour pouvoir in 1958, Tombeau in 1959,
second book of Structures in 1961 and Pli selon pli in 1962, and the lat-
ter’s Punkte in 1963, as well as Messiaen’s Réveil des oiseaux in 1953,
Xenakis’s first acknowledged work, Metastaseis, in 1955 and Ligeti’'s At-
mosphéres in 1960.'! It was through his influence that Boulez was en-
couraged to conduct the SWF orchestra regularly from 1958 onwards,
and to make his home in Baden-Baden from the beginning of 1959.
Meanwhile Stockhausen found his principal benefactor in the West-
deutscher Rundfunk (WDR) of Cologne, the city near which he was
born, and in whose vicinity he stayed: not only was he engaged at the
electronic music studio from 1953 onwards, but the WDR presented
the premieres of his Kontra-Punkte in 1953, Gruppen in 1958, and Mo-
mente in 1962.

The munificence of the SWF and the WDR provided an example to
other radio stations, in Germany and elsewhere, to the extent that the
leading composers of the Boulez-Stockhausen generation in Western
Europe were all supported by broadcasting organizations—either di-
rectly as employees (usually in electronic music studios) or indirectly
through the provision of the means for performance and recording.
Their sole responsibility, therefore, was to create. (Only in the 1970s
did Europe begin to bend towards the U.S. pattern of maintaining com-
posers as university teachers.) Had that not been the case, it is hard to
imagine that Stockhausen, in particular, could have achieved such a
volume and intensity of compositional work, or felt free to pursue his
instincts through the remarkable transformations his music was to un-
dergo during the next two decades.

11. Recordings of many of these performances are presented on Col Legno
AU 031 800, together with premieres from the 1970s and 1980s of works by
Holliger, Lachenmann, Rihm, and others.
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The Moment of Total Serialism 2: Paris 1952

In Paris Stockhausen decided that Formel was too thematic, a cul-
de-sac; it became relevant again only when he returned to thematic
composition in the 1970s. (If this was indeed his process of thought, it
indicates how his strategy was to draw up a scheme, follow it through,
and then look at the results. Such an approach to composition would
justify the use of such terms—much vaunted at the time—as ‘experi-
ment’ and ‘research’, and would partly explain the pattern of Stock-
hausen’s output, which to some extent he continued: a pattern of one-
offs.) So to Donaueschingen he sent only the two subsequent movements
as Spiel. Here he returned to points, and added to the Formel orchestra
a large array of unpitched percussion instruments, used in the first
movement to provide a vast repertory of attacks to coincide with the
notes, which gradually come together in melodies (in this process, as in
Formel, the vibraphone has a guiding role), and in the second to gener-
ate clouds of resonance out of which sustained points arrive as droplets
of pitch condensation. This second movement, consistently slow, re-
lates to his contemporary statement that the new ‘through-organized’
music demanded a kind of ‘meditative’ listening: ‘One stays in the
music . . . one needs nothing before or after in order to perceive the
individual now (the individual sound)’.!? Here is confirmation of what
was said above about Kreuzspiel, that the process enacted in the music
is a way of making it, not a way of hearing it. For the listener, the
process lies hidden, and what is heard is a succession of instants, just
as, for the observer of the world, elementary laws of physics and genet-
ics—laws Stockhausen might have preferred to interpret as the pur-
poses of God—are concealed behind and within a seeming chaos of
phenomena.

The same paradox of rational, purposeful process and irrational,
haphazard effect remains throughout the large body of work Stock-
hausen achieved during his year in Paris: Spiel, a quartet for pianist and
timpanists (later revised as a trio), Punkte for orchestra (also later re-
vised, and re-revised), the first four of a continuing sequence of piano
pieces, a study in musique concrete, and the beginnings of Kontra-
Punkte for ten players. Paris provided him with new opportunities, and
new encounters—not only with Messiaen, but also with Boulez, who
by this time was at work on total-serial projects of his own: two mu-
sique concrete studies and the first book of Structures for two pianos.

Like Stockhausen, Boulez was struck by Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs,
but perhaps more as a display of discipline than as a sound ideal. In the
summer of 1951, he had quickly written the initial chapter of Structures,
using the ‘first division” of Messiaen’s three-part mode as a twelve-note

12. Karlheinz Stockhausen, Texte, i (Cologne, 1963), 21.
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series (Bb—D-A-Ab-G-Fi—B-C#—C-Bh—F-B), combined with a twelve-
duration series in demisemiquavers, again as in the Messiaen model.
By its nature, the piece lies completely open to analysis—or at least to
the analysis of how it was put together; the untangling that Ligeti
published,!® shortly after leaving Hungary and before he was well
known as a composer in the West, is as much a classic document as the
piece itself, and an almost inevitable companion to it. As Ligeti demon-
strates, Boulez obtained his duration series by applying numbers to the
pitch series, and then translating all the other serial forms into number
sequences by using the same pitch-number equivalences: thus the ret-
rograde inversion B-F-C-Bb—A-— . . . translates as 12-11-9-10-3—. . ..
Boulez also arranged the number sequences—twelve for the prime
forms, twelve for the inverted forms (retrogrades can be simply read
off backwards)—in two twelve-by-twelve squares, and obtained series
of dynamic markings by reading the squares diagonally and interpret-
ing the numbers on a scale from 1 = pppp to 12 = ffff.

Structures Ia is quite simply a presentation of the forty-eight forms
of the pitch series, each with a different form of the duration series (so
that pitches do not always have the same durations, as happens in the
Mode de valeurs and generally within each major section of Kreuzspiel),
and each with a particular dynamic level and attack marking. The se-
rial forms are laid out in fourteen sections, these defined by the num-
ber of simultaneous forms (from one to six), the registral space, and
the tempo. The sectional form owes something to the exposition from
the Sonata for two pianos (1951) by Michel Fano (b. 1929), who had
become a pupil of Messiaen the previous year, and whose piece is in
some measure the missing link between the Mode de valeurs and Struc-
tures Ia'* (though Fano was soon to turn from abstract composition to
working in cinema as a musician and filmmaker). The rest of the Fano
sonata, however, is a polyphony of rhythmic cells rather in the manner
of Boulez’s Second Sonata or Livre pour quatuor, if at a lower tempera-
ture of change. Structures Ia, on the other hand, retains its purity as a
total serial construction, though one made not as an image of the pris-
tine divine, it would seem, but rather as a way of approaching auto-
matic composition. To quote Boulez himself on this: ‘I wanted to give
the first Structure . . . the title of a painting by Klee, “At the limit of fer-
tile land”. This painting is mainly constructed on horizontal lines with
a few oblique ones, so that it is very restricted in its invention. The first
Structure was quite consciously composed in an analogous way. ... I
wanted to use the potential of a given material to find out how far
automatism in musical relationships would go, with individual inven-
tion appearing only in some very simple forms of disposition—in the

13. ‘Pierre Boulez’, Die Reihe, 4 (1958, English ed. 1960), 36-62.
14. See Toop, ‘Messiaen/Goeyvaerts’.



Total Organization: Western Europe, 194954 45

matter of densities, for example’.!>’What Boulez here terms ‘individual
invention’—putting together a kit of serial forms that have almost in-
vented themselves—is responsible for the shape of the piece, established
by a palindromic arrangement of tempos, an increasing and increas-
ingly stable density, and a variation in the fixing of notes within par-
ticular registers.!® This last technique produces a markedly different
effect here from the sense of desperate insistence or worrying it created
in the Second Sonata: the impression is of something more abstract, of
what Ligeti aptly calls ‘knots” in the serial web. But what is most re-
vealing in Boulez’s statement is his dualism of the automatic (seen as
generated by an impersonal process) and the individual (seen as result-
ing from the composer’s free act of will). The virtue of automatism, for
him, was that it provided an escape from tastes and learned techniques:
there was no danger, for instance, of imitating past ways of shaping
melodic ideas, because the shaping was done by the scheme. To that
degree, it was an experiment that did not have to be repeated. Having
been obliged to consider each note as an element in a schematic design,
the composer could now consider each note for his own purposes.
But for Stockhausen, and even more so for John Cage, objective
process and automatic mechanism were by no means so momentary or
so negative in their implications. For example, where Boulez in Struc-
tures Ia grasped at what liberties remained in order to create an arbi-
trary form, a defiant display of his own hand, Stockhausen in Kreuzspiel
took pleasure in making forms that were themselves automatic, and
that sprang from how the material was constituted and deployed. It is
a difference that he neatly stated in a remark on his contemporary:
“His objective is the work, mine rather the working.”!” Both composers
saw a need to generalize the serial principle, but for Stockhausen this
entailed deriving single, through-composed forms from the basic ideas
(Spiel was to be his last work in distinct movements until the mid-
1970s), whereas Boulez was concerned to establish the foundations of
a musical language, rules of musical grammar and vocabulary that
composers could use to write scripts that would be their own.
Boulez’s anxieties about total serialism may be reflected not only
in his suspicion of his own achievement in Structures Ia but also in his
rapid withdrawal of his Polyphonie X. This piece was the only one he
completed of a projected volume of instrumental polyphonies—a vol-
ume that would seem to be an early example of an open work, allow-
ing a free choice of pieces to be conjoined in any performance.!8 Its
particular title indicates that it was an essay in ‘cross polyphony’, in the

15. Pierre Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege (London, 1977), 55.
16. See Ligeti’s analysis and Paul Gritfiths, Boulez (London, 1978), 22-23.
17. K. H. Worner, Stockhausen: Life and Work (London, 1973), 229.

18. See Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence, 80.



46 Modern Music and After

‘diagonal’ thinking that had captured Boulez’s imagination from the
first. As in Stockhausen’s independently conceived works, the crossing
involved exchanges of musical characteristics between two ideas from
one point in time to another, as well as a reciprocity between melodic
and harmonic composition, a kind of continuous arpeggiation on the
grandest scale (this Boulez derived from Webern, and in particular from
the Second Cantata). Beyond that, Polyphonie X was again an exercise
in total serial control, though of a different kind from that shown in
Structures Ia. The rhythmic organization, following the Second Sonata
and the Livre pour quatuor, is based on quasi-serial transformations of
cells rather than on chromatic durations: there are seven basic cells, and
seven ways of altering them. Instrumentation, too, is numerically or-
ganized, their being, again, seven groups at any time.'?

What Boulez later criticized in Polyphonie X was its ‘theoretical ex-
aggeration’ and in particular its instrumentation by numbers,?® but
though it certainly contains moments of abrupt delivery, which caused
some merriment at the first performance,?! the composer may well
have been just as unhappy at the time with the generally slow tempo
of the piece and with its quantities of motivic imitation and recall—
the same features that disappointed Stockhausen in Formel. Instead of
advance there was regression, to patterns that seemed defunct (but
that might subsequently become relevant again). So one moved on,
as Boulez now moved on from Polyphonie X and from the endgame of
Structures Ia to another piece for the latter book, Ic. Ia may have seemed
a setback most of all for its mechanical rhythms, and especially for the
tendency towards even pulsation that has been noted also in Kreuzspiel
as a result of working with chromatic durations (and that Stockhausen
typically turned into a plus), since Ic has a much livelier feel, even
though it is still a bald presentation of serial forms.?

Structures 1b, the last piece of the set to be composed, is much the
longest and most complex (becoming, in a little symptom of Boulez’s
concern for arranged form, the centrepiece of a symmetry rather than
the finale of an explosion). It is also a piece of much greater weight, if
not of greater historical moment, than the exceptional but crucial Ia
(whose existence may have started Boulez wondering whether his
purpose was to create archetypes or art). Boulez returns to his earlier

19. See Boulez’s essay ‘Possibly ...", Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship
(Oxford: Clarendon and New York, 1991), 111-40. The work is also discussed,
with brief examples, in Jean Barraqué, ‘Rythme et développement’, Polyphonie,
9-10 (1954), 47-74 and in Antoine Goléa, Rencontres avec Pierre Boulez (Paris,
1958), 141 and 143.

20. See Boulez, Conversations with Célestin Deliege, 58-59.

21. Recorded on Col Legno AU 031 800.

22. See Philip Bracanin, ‘The Abstract System as Compositional Matrix’,
Studies in Music, 5 (1971), 90-114.



Total Organization: Western Europe, 194954 47

céder r_pﬂ:r6 To. presser un peu 'VT 3 P
N PP o = ™ -y L\ ﬁ N
£ % g Ty b =
G— Fa—= e § i Cis
6 b = h< v = .J\/
32 —~2g e - i !
nﬁ‘fﬁ = Hh:. N } 1> z f.j ==
~ ¥ 4 ¥—3 f 2 e———
=3 o o b= :/nf i
— o
h; quasi f === mf ey > hE { mf 43 PP, g‘“
poco sfz
céder To. presser un peu sfz -
A
AN m T AN N b 7
[riﬁ = A . B S . 2.2 A e
C—F—F 5y P d—‘j:,’ T L LESE R iy
= == = v
(mpy | T - 3 f
6 R w
32 ofr i ib +T \ it =
AL i S— - b:h ¥ y 7N
7 = ¥ Wﬁ | [ =
s =
——

Example 10 Pierre Boulez, Structures Ib

breadth and secrecy of serial usage, not laying out twelve-note se-
quences but using the series to generate ‘a certain texture of intervals’,
one in which the minor second and its octave transpositions inevitably
have pride of place, since there are five such intervals in the series. He
returns also to the flexibility of motion he had reached in the late 1940s,
reintroducing grace notes, irrational values, and, as in the slow move-
ment of the Second Sonata, pauses to isolate what may be regarded
as interpolated commentaries. All these features are shown in example
10, a not untypical passage that may suggest how much Boulez had
honed his former self on the rigours of total serialism, which are still
evident in the detailed markings and perhaps too in moments of ideal-
ism (such as the coincidence of fff and pp).

The example shows how the two-piano medium is now used for its
antiphonal qualities, and not merely as a way of sounding six serial
forms at the same time. Formally, too, the piece takes up what had
earlier been a characteristic way of balancing different kinds of musical
motion. Short sections of two-part counterpoint in a strict fast tempo
are alternated with longer and more convoluted passages allowing mo-
bility within a slow tempo range (example 10 illustrates, of course, the
latter type). The contrasts of tempo are extreme, but there is a disparity
between written and experienced tempo because the predominant
note values also change wildly. The opening ‘Tres rapide’, for example,
sounds slower than the ‘Lent’ that follows it. In this way Boulez brings
about, as in later works, a double sensation of tempo: the possibility of
very fast slow music or of slow fast music.
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Those various ways of generalizing serialism that Boulez had dis-
covered in Structures, in Polyphonie X, and in his two studies in musique
concrete were set out—though curiously without acknowledged refer-
ence to those works—in his article ‘Possibly . . .”,?? first published in a
special issue of the Revue musicale that marked a grand festival of con-
temporary art in Paris, ‘L’Oeuvre du XXe siecle’. (Messiaen and Boulez
played Structures Ia at the festival, whose more prestigious events in-
cluded an Oedipus Rex conducted by Stravinsky and staged by Cocteau.)
In this article Boulez insisted that ‘any musician who has not experi-
enced—I do not say understood, but truly experienced—the necessity
of dodecaphonic language is USELESS’. One might pause over the pa-
renthesis: Boulez was perhaps implying that commitment to serialism
was a matter of intuition, even passion, not logic, and thereby siding
with Structures Ib rather than its predecessor. About the message, though,
or about the path forward, there was no doubt.

The Human Voice 1: Nono

In the summer of 1952, when the Darmstadt summer courses recon-
vened, they were intellectually dominated not by Leibowitz and Mes-
siaen but by Stockhausen, Nono, and Boulez, with the premieres of
Kreuzspiel and Esparia en el corazon (the first part of Nono'’s triptych Epi-
taffio per Federico Garcia Lorca), and with performances of Boulez’s Second
Sonata and tape Etudes. Among other works from the new generation
were what seems to have been the first piece combining live and elec-
tronic sounds, Maderna’s Musica su due dimensioni for flute, cymbals, and
tape. But while the young composers at Darmstadt were united in their
zest for the new and their opposition to compromise—especially the
compromise of neoclassicism—they were no monolithic group. Nono,
in particular, could not go along with his fellows in their pursuit of total
serialism and their resulting fragmentation of texture. ‘Pointillism’, as
he later put it, ‘is contrary to my technique of sound relations.’>* His em-
phasis was accordingly not on separate organizations of the parameters
but on new, vigorous connections among them, and his Polifonica—
monodia—ritmica for five wind players, piano, and percussion (1951)
partitions the components only in order to propound continuity. In the
first section, polyphonic lines edge out from repeated notes and frag-
ments of the chromatic scale; in the second, a long melody works to-
wards a fierce climax; and in the third, with the wind instruments silent,
xylophone, piano, and percussion play against a persistent 3/4 metre.
It is not clear whether Nono’s two works of 1951—this triptych and
the orchestral Composizione—were written before or after his meeting

23. Boulez, Stocktakings, 111-40.
24. Quoted in Michael Gorodecki, ‘Luigi Nono: a History of Belief’, Musi-
cal Times, 133 (1992), 10-17.
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with Stockhausen and Goeyvaerts at Darmstadt, but the evidence of his
next pieces is that these colleagues’ ideas, projects, and achievements
had astonishingly little effect on him. In most elements of style and
technique, his music of 1951-53 proceeds directly out of his Variazioni
canoniche. There is the same handling of instruments in ‘cori spezzati’
(the Composizione introduces the orchestral groups one by one: tuned
percussion, strings, noise percussion, wind), the same use of nonserial
chromatic segments and big formal gestures (the Composizione is com-
posed entirely of nine notes until the percussion finale, where the tim-
pani revel in the three notes that remain), the same unabashed display
of figures rather than points: motifs, reiterated notes, vivid chords,
powerfully urged metres (the finale of the Composizione is again in 3/4).

Nono now applied these principles on a larger plan in his first
two published vocal works: Epitaffio for soloists, chorus, and orchestra
(1952-53) and the ballet Der rote Mantel (1953), both fruits of his sense
of a fraternal alliance with Lorca (the ballet is based on Lorca’s play Don
Perlimplin; Epitaffio sets Lorca’s poetry along with a Neruda lyric that
also treats of the Spanish Civil War). Just as Nono’s orchestral writing
had thrust unpitched percussion into prominence, so Epitaffio highlights
speaking singers, employing a simplified form of the sprechgesang no-
tation Schoenberg used in A Survivor from Warsaw, a work whose actu-
ality and commitment may have provided a model. The epitaph—a
memorial to Lorca and implicitly to all Republican victims of the war—
is a set of three works, of which the first, Esparia en el corazon, is itself a
triptych. Its first section is a gentle piece for the soprano and baritone
soloists entwining with clarinet over percussion; its third is similarly
quiet and reflective, setting the soprano in sprechgesang against a larger
ensemble. But the centrepiece vocalizes the violent, protesting manner
of the Variazioni canoniche, and looks forward to the intensive third part
of Epitaffio, Memento. In between these vocal panels comes a chamber
concerto for flute, a wordless setting of Lorca’s lament Y su sangre ya
viene cantando, in which the three stanzas of the poem are represented
by three musical sections in a fast-slow-fast pattern. Example 11, from
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Example 11 Luigi Nono, Y su sangre ya viene cantando
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the middle section, may illustrate Nono’s tense hold on melody at a
time when his contemporaries were finding melody impossible, and also
his adoption of Schoenbergian complementarity, the tuned percussion
supporting the flute by playing the notes it omits. Also characteristic is
the use of a defective chromatic mode (omitting B and C#) in the flute
part, and the high tremor of suspended cymbal tone, which continues
with the held string harmonics almost throughout this section.

Nono’s insistence on melodic line (Y su sangre was exactly contem-
porary with Stockhausen’s Kontra-Punkte: see example 19) is one mea-
sure of the primacy of expressive force in his thinking. For him, melody
could survive the absence of tonality and the loss of its function as
theme; it could even gain thereby, and become, though passionate,
objective. Free and unrepeating, it could speak of a hope for freedom, in
a personless voice. And Nono made his music speak for the generality,
too, in his use of the chorus, not only in Der rote Mantel and the flank-
ing parts of Epitaffio but also in La Victoire de Guernica and—a rare re-
moval from combat music—the Liebeslied he wrote for his wife. Just as
he would use percussion instruments to give his orchestra power and
actuality, so he would have his chorus (though not in the Liebeslied)
speak. And when their music was less eruptive it would be—again as
in the orchestral works—fundamentally melodic, not contrapuntal: a
line in unison, or (so characteristic of Nono) a line threading itself from
one vocal part into another. Atonality, being central to his antitradi-
tional, antibourgeois activism, required a vigilance in the handling of
pitch—a vigilance neatly displayed in the Liebeslied, where each half of
the piece uses just five notes until the arrival of another to complete the
hexachord. But there was still, remarkably, no question of serialism.

Electronic Music

One major problem with applying serialism to all the parameters had
been the lack in other domains of anything corresponding to the equal-
tempered scale or to the principle of octave equivalence: Messiaen’s
system of chromatic durations was an obvious cobbling—though un-
deniably useful to the composers of the Mode de valeurs, Kreuzspiel, Struc-
tures I, and Polifonica—monodia—ritmica. Boulez in ‘Possibly ...” had
suggested that tempo might help. One could define twelve durations
reproducing the frequency ratios of the chromatic scale (to a rough ap-
proximation the major triad would thereby have its durational equiva-
lent in the threesome of, say, crotchet, crotchet plus quaver, and dotted
crotchet), and then these basic durations could be ‘transposed’ by
changing the tempo, a doubling of speed being equivalent to octave
transposition.?”> But clearly this is still an arbitrary setup, since there
is no true equivalence, in either psychoacoustical or formal mathemat-

25. Boulez, Stocktakings, 126-28.
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ical terms, between change of tempo and pitch transposition. Most
importantly, there is no durational counterpart here to the interval: a
major third is always a major third, but Boulez’s duration intervals (if
such things may be conceived) would vary from one ‘transpositional
level’ to another. Babbitt at this point was working on more sophisti-
cated approaches to serial rhythm, but as yet his work was little known
in Europe.

If rhythmic serialism was fraught with difficulties, then the serial-
ization of timbre presented still more intractable problems. It was rea-
sonable enough to establish a scale of attacks in piano music—{rom
intense to gentle, as Boulez had done in the first book of his Structures
—but there was no obvious way in which one might place in order, for
example, the sound qualities of harp, cello, flute, and horn. Twelve-
piece ensembles, such as Babbitt had used, could not provide anything
more than artificial one-off solutions, nor was the basic problem of
ordering addressed by the grouping schemes of Boulez’s Polyphonie X
and Stockhausen’s Formel. One had to be able to ‘tune’ timbre, to con-
trol it. Stockhausen made an effort in that direction in Spie/, but seems
to have realized that the solution would only come when composers
could create timbres on tape. At the same time, the tape medium would
make it considerably easier to realize durations with precision, and so
to create a serial rhythm, whatever that might be, uncompromised by
the needs, wishes, and habits of performers. The same impetus that led
to total serialism therefore rapidly took composers into electronic music.

Schaeffer’s studio provided the first stop, since it was virtually the
only place where tape music was being made professionally in Europe
in the early 1950s. Messiaen, Boulez, Barraqué, and Stockhausen all
composed tape pieces, though Messiaen’s Timbres-durées—a title ex-
pressive of what concerned all these composers—was put together by
Henry. Something of the excitement of the adventure springs from the
pages of Schaeffer’s essay ‘L’Objet musical’, published in the same spe-
cial issue of the Revue musicale?® that contained Boulez’s ‘Possibly . . . ".
Following up earlier suggestions of his own, but almost certainly in-
fluenced also by the group of young collaborators he had acquired,
Schaeffer proposes serial manipulations of sound objects, objects that
could be transformed in precise ways; he even theorizes about proce-
dures that were to engage Stockhausen’s attention throughout the
next decade, such as the conversion of a complex event into a single
sound, or the treatment of duration as a variable with the same capac-
ity for complex relationships as pitch.

For the moment, though, the overriding concern was serial orga-
nization in all the parameters. In his Etude sur un son (1951), Boulez
drew scales of timbre out of a recording of a stroke on a sansa (his

26. Pierre Schaeffer, ‘Le’Objet musical’, Revue Musicale, no. 212 (1952),
65-76.
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choice of an African instrument indicative of his thinking still), and in
the ensuing Etude sur sept sons went on in the same direction. However,
the equipment was insufficient for Boulez’s purposes, and both studies
have an uncharacteristically inert sound. Boulez emerged from the
studio totally disenchanted with its facilities and personnel,?” and his
continuing espousal of the need for electronic means seems to have
been tempered—even during the decade and more when, much later,
he was running his own studio—by misgivings.

Stockhausen, by contrast, learned from his experience with mu-
sique concrete that he would need other means: not transformation
but electronic sound synthesis.?® A new musical architecture demanded
new material, not refashionings of the old. The work of Helmholtz and
Fourier had suggested that any sound could be analysed as a collection
of pure frequencies, of sine tones, and this was something that Stock-
hausen thought he had confirmed, in analysing instrumental sounds
in Paris. So it seemed reasonable to suppose that the process could be
reversed, that timbres could be synthesized by playing together a cho-
sen group of sine tones at chosen relative dynamic levels. One could
thereby form a repertory of artificial timbres that were related in de-
fined ways, and therefore suited to serial composition. This Stockhausen
tried, working with a sine-wave generator at the postal headquarters
in Paris, but the practical problems were insuperable. Instead, in De-
cember 1952, he turned to using initial moments from prepared piano
sounds in his first electronic composition, the Etiide.?°

The following spring he returned to Cologne. Herbert Eimert (1897-
1972) and Robert Beyer (1901-89) had begun experiments at the
radio station, with which Stockhausen had already had contacts before
going to Paris (he had been a student in Cologne), and there he found
the equipment that enabled him to make the first sine-tone composi-
tion, his Studie I (1953), in which each sound is constructed from up
to six pure frequencies taken from a table based on the proportions
48:20:25:15%38:37%:30, that sequence being derived from the frequency
ratios in the succession of falling minor tenth (12:5), rising major third
(4:5), falling minor sixth (8:5), rising minor tenth (5:12), falling major
third (5:4). The same sequence governs the rhythmic construction, and
other six-unit series, made up of the first six whole numbers, determine

27. See his ‘Concrete (Musique)’, Stocktakings, 226-27.

28. See his ‘The Origins of Electronic Music’, Musical Times, 112 (1971),
649-50—though this needs to be read as what it is: self-vindication rather than
history.

29. See Richard Toop, ‘Stockhausen’s Konkrete Etiide’, Music Review, 38
(1976), 295-300, and ‘Stockhausen and the Sine Wave: the Story of an Am-
biguous Relationship’, Musical Quarterly, 65 (1979), 379-91, of which the latter
throws doubt on the above chronology, where Stockhausen’s account has been
followed.
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Example 12 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Studie IT

other aspects: the number of sine tones packaged into each sound, their
intensities, the dynamic curve applied, and the durations of pauses.*°
Nothing could better illustrate Stockhausen’s will to achieve an image
of perfect unity.

However, the sine tones obstinately failed to gel into the hoped-for
new timbres, and so in his next electronic composition, Studie I (1954,
see example 12), he tried another tack.?>! Again there is an artificial fre-
quency gamut, this time a simpler one of eighty-one frequencies each
related to the next by the ratio of one to the twenty-fifth root of five
(approximately 1:1.07), chosen to produce an octaveless scale with
uniform intervals of slightly more than a semitone. But now, instead of
simply superimposing the sine tones, as he had in Studie I, Stockhausen
spliced them together, always in groups of five, played the spliced tape
in a resonant space, and then rerecorded the reverberation of the mix-
ture. This brought a greater degree of fusion, though still the work’s
success in synthesizing unified timbres is modest.

30. See Karlheintz Stockhausen, Texte, ii (Cologne, 1964), 23-36.
31. See preface to the score, repr. in ibid., 37-42.
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Failures of aim and technique, however, do not disqualify these
pieces as objects not only of historical curiosity but of musical fascina-
tion. Studie I offers a surface of ringing chimes and deeper thuds: a slow
percussion piece etherealized by the absence of sharp attacks. Studie II,
by contrast, is brief and dynamicg, its scintillating bundles of frequencies
leaping about the novel pitch framework. Example 12, taken from the
published score (this was the first electronic composition to appear in
print), may give some impression of the piece at its most excited. The
blocks in the upper part show the frequencies used in each note mix-
ture; the numbers indicate durations in centimetres of tape (the speed
being 76.2 centimetres per second); and the jagged lower part shows
the dynamic envelopes imposed on the mixtures.

The Cologne studio’s emphasis on synthesis from sine tones led to
the coining of the term ‘Elektronische Musik’, partly to distinguish their
work from the musique concrete of Paris, and for some years there was
a mutual antipathy between the two institutions and their different
ways of proceeding. There was no doubt, however, about which camp
claimed the loyalty of the young composers who were starting to hear
about the work of Stockhausen and Boulez, and to find something com-
pelling in their vision of music reborn—composers like Henri Pousseur
(1929-2009), who came to Cologne to work and learn. On October 19,
1954, the Cologne radio station broadcast a selection of compositions
produced in their studio, including pieces by Stockhausen, Eimert,
Goeyvaerts and Pousseur. Eimert’s vision of a ‘real musical control of
Nature’>? may have overstated the case, but a commitment had been
made to building music from its most basic components, and that com-
mitment had repercussions far beyond the half-hour programme.

The Human Voice 2: Barraqué

But among the young European composers of the early 1950s there
was one who viewed the current necessity of music as something other
than the building of a bold new future—who may have shared some of
Boulez’s premises, but who worked with an unfashionable concern
(even an imperative) to make musical statements in the grand manner,
guaranteed not by total organization but by total purposefulness. (It
followed that those statements would be few.) Barraqué was also a
pupil of Messiaen, and it was while under Messiaen’s tutelage that he
began his first acknowledged works, the Piano Sonata (1950-52) and
Séquence for soprano and nine players (1950-54).

The latter, begun before the sonata but thoroughly revised after-
wards, shows at once the scale of Barraqué’s thinking. Not only is it an
unbroken movement lasting for almost twenty minutes, but the writing

32. ‘What is Electronic Music?’, Die Reihe, 1 (1955; English ed. 1958),
1-10.
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for both voice and ensemble has an ampleness quite without parallel
in the contemporary works of Boulez or Stockhausen. And it is entirely
characteristic of Barraqué that this ampleness should be so often and so
unpredictably cut off, as if the music were striving for a Romantic rhet-
oric that the composer knows to be at once essential and unattainable,
or indefensible. The instrumental ensemble—a traditional grouping
(piano trio) vastly expanded or exploded by the addition of pitched and
unpitched percussion—both permits this vision and gives the work a
distinctive sound world, while the choice of poetic texts from Nietzsche,
arranged by the composer for his purpose, makes it clear that the
work’s extraordinary blend of magnificence and impotence, eloquence
and muteness, comes from a conviction that creative effort is at once
irresistible and vain. Barraqué’s vocal writing is fiercely demanding,
with its wide intervals, different kinds of articulation and moments of
violence, but lyricism persists. From a melancholic hyperaesthesia, the
singer moves in the latter half of the work to identify herself with a
stock figure of musical history, the abandoned Ariadne, and the ending
comes, somewhat as in Erwartung, with an evaporation. The music be-
comes bone dry; flooding melodies turn to isolated points.

The Piano Sonata takes a similar course, and carries itself with a
similar continuity and desperation, though it is twice the length. It is
clear that Barraqué was impressed by Boulez’s Second Sonata, and by
its cellular conception. But where Boulez’s rhythmic style tends to ei-
ther obscure cells in polyrhythm or throw them against a steady pulse,
Barraqué maintains an irregular momentum through great lines of dis-
similar cells, and thereby gains a compelling thrust. Tempo is not im-
posed on the music, as in Boulez, but executed by it, and the antagonism
of powerfully urged tempos becomes the work’s sonata-style dialectic.
Example 13 shows a typical passage in which the cells do not deny but
rather establish, however uncertainly, a feeling of progression, to
which imitations of rhythmic or intervalic contour lend weight. Also
noteworthy in this example is the registral locking of pitches, which,
though derived from the Boulez sonata, fixes on a median range to give
rise to a more intense, more vocal frustration.

The first part of the work is a quasi-sonata development of two
kinds of music: a ‘free’ type, marked by a more virtuoso use of the key-
board, by the presence of quintuplet figures and by the absence of re-
gistral locking; and a ‘strict” type, in which register fixing goes along
with a more sober musical growth (example 13 comes, plainly, from
music of this second sort). The separate development and the inter-
penetration of the two reaches a climax when the musical continuity
is devastatingly interrupted by a sequence of progressively lengthening
pauses. In the second part the role of silence becomes ever larger as
sections from the first part are brought back, reversed, and greatly de-
celerated (the slow movement of the Boulez sonata may have had an
influence here, though the comparison shows how far Barraqué is from
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Example 13 Jean Barraqué, Piano Sonata

Boulez’s poise). In the poetic but apt language of André Hodeir, whose
book did much to communicate Barraqué’s importance: ‘Whole slabs
of sound crumble and vanish in the silence which engulfs all. Only the
twelve notes of the series remain, and these are plucked off, one by
one.”?> The sonata, while being a huge creative accomplishment, turns
at the end into self-extinction, as if it had all been for nothing. But this
was not what the young soldiers of total serialism wanted to hear.

33. La Musique depuis Debussy (Paris, 1961), 173.
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Classic Modernism
and Other Kinds

The United States, 1945-55

The three great forefathers of modern music still alive at the end of
1945 were all United States citizens: Ives, Schoenberg, and Stravinsky.
Ives as yet was little known, but the presence and the example of the
other two may have encouraged a more moderate attitude to innova-
tion on the part of many U.S. composers—Cage, who had studied with
Schoenberg, always excepted. A late prose fragment by Schoenberg,
dating from 1950, begins by restating a thought constant in his writ-
ings: ‘I am at least as conservative as Edison and Ford have been. But I
am, unfortunately, not quite as progressive as they were in their own
fields.’! His works of his last years, while retasting the freedom and
edge of the Erwartung period, by no means betray his lifelong commit-
ment to orderly development and integrity of voice.

The orderliness, at least, communicated itself to many of his U.S.
pupils and followers, among whom Babbitt—a follower, never a pupil
—soon became one of the leading exponents of twelve-note music,
both as a composer and as a professor at Princeton University. His
contemporary, George Perle (1915-2009), promoted the same cause of
rational twelve-note composition through his work as a teacher, theo-
rist, and composer, developing a system out of Berg and Bartok whereby
a traditional kind of harmonic coherence could be maintained in to-
tally chromatic music. From the same generation, Leon Kirchner (1919-

1. Arnold Schoenberg, ‘My Attitude Towards Politics’, in H. H. Stucken-
schmidt: Schoenberg: His Life, Work and World (London, 1977), 551-52.
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2009), who, like Cage, studied with Schoenberg in Los Angeles, devel-
oped into a twelve-note composer able, like his teacher, to command
the rhetoric of tonal symphonic music. One might also see the later
music of Stravinsky, a U.S. citizen since 1945, within the context of this
American serial school, though in his case the impulses came more
from Europe.

The others” dependence on Schoenberg was not entirely unequiv-
ocal. Babbitt, in particular, was defiantly un-Schoenbergian in his be-
lief in the importance of method, and almost as adamant as Boulez and
Stockhausen in his new approach to form. What separates his work
most distinctly from theirs is his insistence also on logic, within a work
and within his extension of the twelve-note system on the basis of
principles in Schoenberg and Webern. It is this logic that gives his work
the classic dimension that marked the music of such elder contempo-
raries as Carter and Stefan Wolpe (1902-72) by virtue of their having
started their creative lives before the war.

Schoenberg

As the Second World War came to an end Schoenberg was seventy. He
had not left Los Angeles since arriving there in 1933, nor was he to
travel during the remaining six years of his life. But friends, pupils, and
colleagues made sure he was informed of his music’s revival in Europe,
where ideology or apathy had kept it from being heard since his emi-
gration. Correspondents told him, for example, about performances
of the Six Little Piano Pieces for Salzburg radio in September 1945, of
the Second Quartet for Berlin radio in 1946, and of the First Chamber
Symphony in Munich in 1947.2 There were other marks of esteem. In
1946 he was named honorary president of the International Society for
Contemporary Music and invited by the Biirgermeister to return to
Vienna.?> He also had news of the Darmstadt courses, to which Leibowitz
asked him in 1949. Whether he was aware, too, of how his ideas were
being adapted, extended, and rebutted by a new generation of compos-
ers is unsure: had he gone to Darmstadt in 1949 he would have met
Messiaen and some of Leibowitz’s young pupils (though not Boulez).
His music of these last years is sparse. In August—-September 1946
he was seriously ill, and saved by injections into the heart: the illness,
and the injections, were reflected in the String Trio he wrote during
these months. Thereafter he was effectively an invalid, and his last
works, all quite short, were achieved in brief bursts: in August 1947
came A Survivor from Warsaw, in June the next year a set of three folk
song arrangements for unaccompanied chorus, in the spring of 1949

2. For these and other details, see ibid, 474ff.
3. See Erwin Stein, ed., Arnold Schoenberg Letters (London, 1964), 239.
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the Phantasy for violin and piano, the choral piece Dreimal tausend Jahre,
sketches for another choral work (Israel Exists Again) and the begin-
nings of a string quartet, and in June-July 1950 a setting of Psalm 130
in Hebrew. His final year was devoted to the words and music of a set
of ‘modern psalms’, of which only one was partly composed.

For whatever reason—illness, age, recollection, the resuscitation of
his music in Europe—he recaptured in these concluding works some-
thing of the brevity and fierceness of his first atonal pieces, though still
with the insistent motivic echoing that the twelve-note method had
encouraged. The shadows of returning tonality in the Ode to Napoleon
and the Piano Concerto (both 1942) fall away, and there are no more
large-scale tonal compositions, such as had played a large part in his
output during the previous dozen years (the last tonal relics are just
the folk song triptych and an ultimate canon). At the same time the
links with standard forms and genres attenuate. The final chamber
work is not a quartet but a trio, belonging to a much rarer repertory,
and though the music is often patently developmental, parts of it are
dislocated and the whole adheres to no traditional scheme: the single
movement returns finally to its point of origin, having been inter-
rupted by two self-contained episodes and several shorter divagations.
A similar wheeling course, but over a reduced and smoother circuit, is
taken by the only other instrumental work of this period, the Phantasy
for violin and piano.

In terms of rawness, though, the String Trio’s only companion is its
more immediate successor, A Survivor from Warsaw. A narrator, deliver-
ing Schoenberg’s own English text in sprechgesang, recalls a brutal ex-
perience from the Warsaw ghetto: semiconscious, in darkness, he hears
trumpets, and a German officer demanding the inmates come out and
number off. The orchestral accompaniment is a patchwork of ostinatos
and sudden gestures, closely keyed into the text in the way of Erwar-
tung, until the final surge that brings the men’s chorus on to carry the
work home. The narrator referred near the start to ‘the grandiose mo-
ment when they all started to sing’: it is to this that the work looks
forward and builds. The message, unequivocally, is one of triumphant
defiance; it is also, for the music, one of purposeful achievement, with
the majestic Hebrew hymn rising up as a twelve-note chant from the
earlier disintegration.

Schoenberg’s next choral works were all concerned with another
new creation, that of the state of Israel, to which he dedicated his set-
ting of Psalm 130 for six-part speaking and singing chorus. The unfin-
ished ‘modern psalm’ that followed was, characteristically, a prayer
about the possibility of prayer—a prayer that could have been voiced
by the Moses of the opera, and is similarly projected by a man through
sprechgesang, the words being taken up and illuminated by a choir
with orchestra. Schoenberg kept hoping he would be able to complete
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both Moses und Aron and Die Jakobsleiter, but nothing was added to those
scores, and the Modern Psalm lapses at a corresponding point, where the
words ask for the music of union with God.

Carter

Carter’s self-reinvention was as striking an expression of the postwar
climate as any, the swerve of a neoclassicist who now made change his
prime subject. From his First Quartet (1950-51) onwards he was to
work with materials in constant evolution: materials in which stability
in one or more domains is necessary only to support and show the
urgent movement in others. What the First Quartet also introduced was
a polyphony of these dynamic streams, and in particular a polyphony
of tempos, so that the music moves at several different rates simulta-
neously. Change does not happen simply because time is moving on;
change is deliberately engineered and motivated.

There is a connection here—a connection of objectivity and ratio-
nalism—with the nevertheless very different music Carter had written
before the late 1940s. Like other U.S. composers of his generation, he
had studied in France with Nadia Boulanger, and learned from her a
reverence for the neoclassical Stravinsky. But what was ironic and sup-
positional in Stravinsky became candid in the music of Boulanger’s
pupils, who seemed confident of a restabilization, and a renewal of con-
tact with an audience predisposed by taste and education to music of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (U.S. neoclassicism often car-
ried this subtext of democratic utopianism). Carter swam with that
stream as far as his ballet The Minotaur (1947), where the allegiance is
to Stravinsky’s then recent Symphony in Three Movements, but his
chamber pieces of 1948-49 began to introduce the new polyphony
in characteristic terms of a polyphony of musical personality: the Cello
Sonata, in particular, has this dialogue nature. Then he left New York
to spend a year on a Guggenheim fellowship in the Arizona desert. ‘I
decided for once to write a work very interesting to myself, and so say
to hell with the public and with the performers too.”* That work was
his First Quartet (see example 14).

Thus where his almost exact contemporary Messiaen, just a day
older, would seem to have gained encouragement from the young pu-
pils who surrounded him in the late 1940s and 1950s, Carter moved
forward most rapidly when he was artistically alone. U.S. popularism
gave way to U.S. independence, and did so in the music too, where a
sense of self-propelled movement asserted itself—a sense in this quar-
tet of up to four separate lines of activity. Ives may have provided a spur
here. Carter, born into a wealthy New York family, had been introduced

4. Allen Edwards, Flawed Words and Stubborn Sounds: A Conversation with
Elliott Carter (New York, 1971), 35.
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Example 14 Elliott Carter, String Quartet No. 1

to Ives by his school music teacher, and would surely have been familiar
with Ives’s Second Quartet, a work ‘for 4 men—who converse, discuss,
argue (in re ‘politick’), fight, shake hands, shut up—then walk up the
mountain-side to view the firmament.”” The essential difference in his
own First Quartet is that the characters are not psychological, and cer-
tainly not identifiable consistently with the players, in the way that
Ives’s second violin enacts the role of his despised Rollo, the imaginary

5. Note on the manuscript.
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guardian of musical propriety. Instead the flows at play in Carter’s First
Quartet are characters existing only in and as music—characters that
may be introduced by particular instruments, but that can carry un-
interruptedly from one voice into another. They are abstract characters,
defined by their musical constituents—intervals, tempo, pulse unit—
rather than by anything describable as mood. This may be another in-
heritance from neoclassicism; it is certainly a primary marker of Car-
ter’s music. For more than a quarter of a century after 1947 he wrote
no vocal music, preferring to work with currents of musical movement
that can be steered through instruments in small groupings (especially
the string quartet) or through combinations of soloists and ensembles
in works for orchestra (where Ives may again have provided an ex-
ample: Carter’s orchestral style is an abstraction of Ives’s, with all the
quotations and the local references taken out, to leave only the con-
flicting textures and energies).

Almost any dozen bars from his First Quartet would show its cours-
ing, ranging polyphony; Example 14 comes from near the midpoint of
the work, and suggests how different kinds of musical motion can be
cross-related both vertically and horizontally. At the beginning of the
example, cascading 9/16 semiquavers pass from the first violin into the
cello, where they come to a halt on the one note, Cf, untouched during
the four-bar, five-octave descent in major and minor seconds. Simulta-
neously, another train of thought, in pizzicato 3/8 quavers, transfers in
the opposite direction, while the pulse units in the viola are drawn out,
under the influence of the syncopated second violin, from three semi-
quavers to five, which the change of metre to 2/4 then reinterprets as
four. This change of metre is an example of Carter’s ‘metric modula-
tion’, whereby a new metre is introduced as a translation of an old one,
opening up the possibilities of pulses that would not have been easily
available before, just as harmonic modulation changes the temporary
tonic and thereby the pitch repertory. In this particular case, pulse ra-
tios at the start of 2:3:9 per dotted crotchet in 3/8 (viola:cello:violin I)
give way in the final momentary stalling to ratios of 8:15:20 per five
semibreves in 2/4 (violin I:violin I:viola), where the 8 under the new
dispensation is equivalent to 1.2 under the old. The music is perform-
able because of regularities that bridge across: the quaver pulse that
carries over from 3/8 to 5/8 in the first violin, or the pulse that stays
the same across the change of tempo and metre at the double barline.
These are classic means, extended from the two-against-three cross-
rhythms of music from Brahms onwards. To that extent—as in the mea-
sure of his harmony, and his attachment to standard genres and weights
of work—Carter is still a neoclassicist. But the colliding, jostling rushes
of the First Quartet are new and distinctive, and were to be exuber-
antly taken further in the music of the next sixty years and more.

Revolutions usually require some kind of radical simplification,
and so it is here, in that Carter found it necessary to identify each of his



Classic Modernism and Other Kinds: The United States, 1945-55 63

pulse layers by keeping it regular: always quavers in the first violin
in the six bars before the double barline, always triplet minims in the
second violin from that point onwards. In later works he would be able
to make the movement inside each layer more flexible, without losing
the identity of the layer, and also without damaging the sense that
each layer is itself concerned with change, with executing a process.
The vestiges of theme that remain in the First Quartet and the Varia-
tions for orchestra (1953-55) would then dissolve away, to leave pure
mobility and development within musical layers identified by speed,
instrumentation, and interval content. And the relatively simple pro-
cesses of the First Quartet—represented by the elements of ostinato and
scalewise movement in example 14—would give place to more com-
plex sways and surges.

Carter’s polyphony, in the First Quartet as in his later music, is one
proof against subjectivity: because the music is happening in several
speeds simultaneously, it has no speed of its own, and therefore allows
no presumption that it speaks or sings (or, given the abundant pulsed
rhythms, dances) the thinking of one person at one time. In form, the
First Quartet celebrates this liberation from psychological time. It begins
with several bars for the cello alone, and ends as a balancing, answer-
ing solo for the leader. At these points it has indeed a single voice—
though the status of that voice is less certain at the conclusion, after so
much polyphony of contradicting voices. Nobody is thinking this music.
It is thinking itself.

The work’s polyphony of tempos also has an effect on the notion
of what constitutes a musical movement. Tempo in Carter is not some-
thing applied to music; tempo is enacted by the music as it becomes
sound. A slow movement or a scherzo is a mode of behaviour, and can
only take hold by means of a clearing away or suppression of other
modes of behaviour. So it is here. There are four movements—a fanta-
sia, a scherzo, an adagio, and a set of variations—but the music flows
from one into the next, and the two interruptions dramatize the fact by
cutting almost arbitrarily into the scherzo and into the variations (ex-
ample 14 comes from the portion of the variations before this second
break). Within the movements, too, the continuity of change removes
the music from any normal pattern of recurrence: the themes of the
variations, for instance, are not only several but tumbled into a process
of swirling acceleration.

In its objectivity, and in its dancing rhythms, the First Quartet may
still be Stravinskian, but it was also the first work in which Carter placed
himself within the context of a wider divergence of modern masters:
Ives, Debussy (whose Jeux and orchestral Images provided nearer ex-
amples of multiple tempos under supreme control), Schoenberg (for
formal continuity and a disciplined atonality, though Carter had no use
for the stabilization of motif implicit in classical serialism). Unlike
Boulez, however, Carter never associated his music with a programme
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of modernist advance, and unlike Babbitt he taught only occasionally.
In an age of polemic and controversy, there was no suggestion from
him that his works instanced preferred aesthetic or theoretical criteria.
Instead, for the two decades or so after the First Quartet he just went
on producing a new big instrumental piece every few years.

Babbitt

Babbitt was a Schoenbergian from an early age. According to his own
account,® it was for the sake of Schoenberg that he went to New York
to study with Marion Bauer in the early 1930s; that gave him the op-
portunity to meet Schoenberg when the latter was staying in New
York, in 1933-34. But during the next dozen years, he composed rather
little and published nothing: the release came only after the Second
World War, when he began a regular pattern of composing and teach-
ing. His first published works were, he has remarked, ‘concerned with
embodying the extensions, generalizations, and fusions of certain tech-
niques contained in the music of Schoenberg, Webern and Berg, and
above all with applying the pitch operations of the twelve-tone system
to non-pitch elements: durational rhythm, dynamics, phrase rhythm,
timbre, and register, in such a manner as to preserve the most significant
properties associated with these operations in the pitch domain when
they are applied in these other domains’.” That final clause, implying a
search for congruence among the organizational means used for the
different parameters rather than for separation and conflict, draws at-
tention to the fundamental division between Babbitt and Boulez.
Something of how Babbitt went about fulfilling his self-imposed
programme may be illustrated with reference to Three Compositions for
Piano (1947), his earliest acknowledged work, and one in which the
principles of rhythmic serialism differ essentially from Boulez’s tech-
niques of unrestrained cellular variation and manipulating chromatic
durations. Example 15 shows the start of the first Composition, which
Perle analysed.® The serial forms have been marked here in accordance
with the convention that ‘P’ represents a prime form, ‘R’ a retrograde,
‘" an inversion and ‘RI” a retrograde inversion, the superscript numbers
showing how many steps above C are needed to reach the first note.
No analysis is needed to notice how the music, in its even progress
and its wit, is totally at odds with Boulez’s contemporary Second Piano
Sonata: despite the debt to Schoenberg, there is more connection with
the oriental serenity of Cage’s Sonatas and Interludes or his String Quar-

6. See Milton Babbitt, Words about Music, ed. Stephen Dembski and Joseph
N. Straus (Madison, 1987), 5ff.

7. Note with CRI 138.

8. See George Perle, Serial Composition and Atonality (Berkeley, Calif., 1978),
99-101, 135-36, 139-41.
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Example 15 Milton Babbitt, Three Compositions for Piano

tet. Babbitt and Cage were alike, too, in needing a precise reason for
every creative decision. Cage found reason in his number sequences
and charts, then later—the reason of no reason—in his dice-throws
and other chance procedures. For Babbitt, reason came from the nature
of twelve-note composition and the techniques to be derived there-
from. And those do need some analysis to untangle.

Babbitt characteristically bases his pitch organization on bringing
together fractions of serial forms to produce ‘aggregates’, a term he
uses to mean collections that contain all twelve pitch classes, but that
are not instances of a work’s series. (A pitch class—the term is again
Babbitt’s—is a virtual pitch, not yet ascribed to any register. A twelve-
note series is a series of pitch classes, because a C in a series can be any
C. Babbitt’s nomenclature, more systematic than that of earlier serial
composers, is required by music that is similarly more systematic.) In
this case the fractions are simply hexachords, and it is easy to see how
in each bar a pair of hexachords from different serial forms is combined
to create an aggregate. The principle in operation here, developed from
Schoenberg’s use of hexachords in complementary relationships, is that
of ‘combinatoriality’ (another key term in Babbitt’s theory), specifically
that of hexachordal combinatoriality. A twelve-note series exhibits this
property if one of its hexachords can be combined with a hexachord
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from another form of the same series to produce an aggregate. Clearly,
any prime form of any series will be combinatorial with the retrograde
form that comes back to the same pitch class, and similarly any inver-
sion with the retrograde inversion that takes the same path backwards.
The possibilities are extended when a prime form is combinatorial with
an inversion, a retrograde inversion, or a transposition, as will happen
when there is some symmetry between the hexachords.

In the case of the Three Compositions, each of the two hexachords
contains a chromatic group plus a note at each end a whole tone away
(E, ¢, G, Ab, A, and B are, for example, the constituents of the first
hexachord of P%). This series is particularly rich in combinatorial rela-
tionships, since a given serial form is hexachordally combinatorial with
a transposition (the association of bars 1-2), an inversion (bars 3—-4), a
retrograde (bars 5-6), and a retrograde inversion (bars 7-8). A set of
this kind is said to be ‘all-combinatorial’, and it provides a whole net-
work of connections the composer can use in ordering serial forms
so as to ensure a perpetual circulation of the chromatic total and to
achieve, as here, a density of correspondence that does not depend on
thematic allusions.

Not only does the combinatorial property suggest which serial forms
are to be superimposed, it also provides a clue for linear thinking. In
example 15, for instance, each hand proceeds from one serial form to
another in accordance with a combinatorial relationship: the second
hexachord of P* forms an aggregate with the first of R!? (right hand,
bars 2-3) and so on. There thus emerge what Babbitt refers to as ‘sec-
ondary sets’,” formed when one hexachord from a particular serial
form is joined to a complementary hexachord from another. In this case
the secondary sets are not emphasized, but in many later works they
take on more importance. The combinatorial counterpoint and the
secondary-set liaisons exemplify how Babbitt’s world is a world of mu-
sical punning, in which particular elements (hexachords in this case)
can be interpreted in more than one way. This may be one source—
together with the rhythmic nimbleness—of his music’s humour.

Example 15 also displays the use of nonpitch parameters to eluci-
date and mesh with the pitch organization according to Babbitt’s stated
principles. Four dynamic levels are associated with the four varieties of
serial form—mp with the prime, mf with the retrograde, f with the
inversion, and p with the retrograde inversion—and these associa-
tions are retained throughout the development that follows (they are
‘transposed down’ by two degrees, to pp, p, mp, and ppp respectively, in
the eight bars that symmetrically close the piece). The organization of
rhythm also proceeds in step with that of pitch. Babbitt chooses a basic
set of 5-1-4-2, which may be interpreted in terms of duration (crotchet

9. Milton Babbitt, ‘Some Aspects of Twelve-Tone Composition’, The Score,
12 (1955), 53-61.
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tied to semiquaver, semiquaver, crotchet, quaver) or may alternatively,
since it sums to twelve, be projected in the number of serial notes gath-
ered together in bundles: ‘durational rhythm” and ‘phrase rhythm’, to
repeat Babbitt’s terms, can both be organized serially, with reference
to the same set.

It is phrase rhythm that is so organized in example 15, where the
prime form of the rhythmic set occurs with the prime form of the pitch
set (bars 1-2) and the rhythmic retrograde (2-4-1-5) with the pitch
retrograde (right hand, bars 3-4, and left hand, bars 7-8). Rhythmic
inversion may be more difficult to imagine, but the process of inter-
valic inversion does provide a model for a rhythmic counterpart. If the
notes of a series are numbered according to their distance above C in
semitones (e.g. C=D—Ab. . . becomes 0-2-8 . . . ) then the inversion can
be derived by complementing these numbers to twelve (12 [i.e. 0]-10-4
...being C-Bk-E . .. ). Thus, by a similar process of complementation
to six, the set 5-1-4-2 can be inverted to yield 1-5-2-4, with a corre-
sponding retrograde inversion of 4-2-5-1. As may be seen in example
15, these are indeed the rhythmic sets given to the inversion and ret-
rograde inversion forms of the pitch set.

That eight bars of music may demonstrate so much evidence of
order is some measure of Babbitt’s ability to make everything in his
compositions serve a constructive function, and to have a reason for
everything. This no doubt reflects his cast of mind, but it may be symp-
tomatic, too, of a postwar distrust of irrational genius (whose effects
had been witnessed), and it was a position that gained support from
the success of Schenkerian analysis in the United States. If tonal mas-
terpieces could be shown to be full of structure unsuspected by the
naive listener, it might well be possible that consciously evolved serial
structure, though not identifiable by the unaided ear, would neverthe-
less contribute to music being perceived as homogenous and purpose-
ful. This seems clearly to be so in the relatively simple case of example
15. The combinatorial relationships and the rhythmic serialism may
not be noticed as such when the music is played and heard, but they
surely contribute to the impression of lucidity, elegance, and pleasure
the piece conveys. There is something watertight about the music:
every detail has an immediate answer, suggesting that every eventual-
ity has been prepared by the composer. What must also have contrib-
uted to the way Babbitt’s music has been received is how his argu-
ments on behalf of his music and methods have the same intellectual
energy and integrity.

Those same writings, however, appear to assume that the compre-
hension of his music depends neither on some passive recognition of
order nor on faith but rather on an active, conscious awareness of the
rules of the game. That might explain why he took so long to establish
the rules before he started to play, why he was so concerned to keep to
the same basic rules, and why he felt able to apply the rules in gradually
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more complex and covert ways. Moreover, his demands for rigorous
composition and rigorous listening need not be construed as idealist:
they may rather be a composer’s reasoned response to finding himself
in a musical world where the general concert public has little use for
Schoenberg or Schoenbergians, and where the listeners to advanced
serial music are most likely to be found among fellow composers, mu-
sicologists, and committed lay adherents. In what is again an anti-
Romantic gesture, Babbitt fulfils the desires of his audience.!?

The second of the Three Compositions for Piano shows a further cen-
tral element in Babbitt’s technical repertory: the use of ‘derived sets’.
Following the example of such works of Webern as the Concerto Op.
24, he makes use of sets containing internal symmetries, these sets
being derived from a parent by proliferation from a single fragment of
two, three, or four notes. For instance, the first three notes of the form
RI' from example 15 (F-Db—C) can be used to generate a derived set if
they are combined with their own inversion (Bb—-D-Eb), retrograde in-
version (A-G#-E), and retrograde (Féi—G-B). This is the set presented in
the right hand at the opening of Composition I1, a set full of identities: by
definition, each of its four trichords contains only one each of two dif-
ferent intervals. With derived sets the composer is thus able to explore,
systematically, different harmonic areas contained within the original
set: as Composition II proceeds, it unfolds and develops derived sets ob-
tained from each trichord of the parent series in turn.

Babbitt pursued the techniques of Three Compositions for Piano—
those of rhythmic serialism, combinatoriality, secondary sets, derived
sets, and so on—in his Composition for Four Instruments (1948), Composi-
tion for Twelve Instruments (1948), and Composition for Viola and Piano
(1950), each again with a title whose implications of ‘abstractness and
“formalism”” he declared himself happy to accept.!! Where Boulez and
Messiaen, in such works as the former’s Second Piano Sonata and the
latter’s Turangalila symphony, were producing music of great expres-
sive force and dynamism, Babbitt and Cage were making their music as
objective as possible. This difference at least balances the similarity be-
tween Boulez and Babbitt as serial composers, or that between Cage
and Messiaen as anti-polyphonic musicians.

Homemade Music

If U.S. composers were beginning to feel some uncertainty about the
general musical audience, that was not reflected in Carter’s works, which

10. For a fascinating analysis of Babbitt’s logic as a response to left-wing
intellectual life in 1930s New York, see Martin Brody, *“ Music for the Masses”:
Milton Babbitt’s Cold War Music Theory’, Musical Quarterly, 77 (1993), 161-92.

11. Note with CRI 138.
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for some time were fully conventional in genre, comprising string
quartets and orchestral scores. Cage, on the other hand, was finding
and making his creative opportunities outside the norms of musical
life, writing pieces for himself to perform, for close friends (notably
Tudor), for dancers; his 1949 String Quartet was a rare venture into the
traditional concert world.

In circumventing the usual routes and the usual public he was not
alone in the U.S. Ives had done that, and the huge, multifarious output
of Henry Cowell (1897-1965), an acquaintance of Ives and teacher of
Cage, forestalls official culture’s passions to delimit and define. Where
West Coast composers closer to Cage in age are concerned, unortho-
dox musical behaviour becomes almost an orthodoxy. Harry Partch
(1901-74), largely self-taught, devoted his life to designing, building,
and writing for his own instruments made to a scale of forty-three justly
tuned degrees per octave. Conlon Nancarrow similarly concentrated,
throughout a long period of his life, on an unconventional medium:
the pianola, or player piano. The music of Lou Harrison (1917-2003)
suggests more a continuation from Cowell (who was his teacher, too)
in its abundance, its generous simplicity, and its complete lack of Euro-
pean hauteur with regard to the instruments, forms, and tunings of
other cultures.

Partch had come upon the gate to his independent road in Her-
mann Helmholtz’s book on acoustics, translated into English by A. J.
Ellis as On the Sensations of Tone. In the early 1930s he had written a few
pieces for voice with ‘adapted viola” (an instrument with a lengthened
neck, and with its fingerboard marked to facilitate performance in just
intonation), but it was only during the late 1930s and 1940s that he
began to assemble a collection of instruments, and most of his works
date from the period between 1949 and 1966. They consist principally
of musical dramas, since for him just intonation and instrument con-
struction were imbricated in an aesthetic of ‘corporeal’ music—of music
as founded in natural vibration, and of music as a narrative art, rooted
in speech. The history of Western music was, with rare exceptions
(Musorgsky, for example), a contrary history of ‘abstraction’: closer to
his ideals, he thought, were the musical cultures of ancient China and
Greece, in which sound, display, word, and gesture were welded and
magically potent. There is a striking kinship here with Artaud’s ideas,
which appealed so much to Boulez at just the time Partch was begin-
ning to realize his first major projects.

The instruments Partch made or adapted include reed organs, plucked
strings (kitharas, zithers, koto), marimbas with wooden or bamboo
keys, and other struck percussion instruments made with found objects
of glass or metal. To these might be added regular instruments, but the
sound world would usually be dominated by the special percussion—
as would the stage, for Partch clearly designed his instruments with an
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eye for spectacle.'? He also gave them wonderful names: Mazda Ma-
rimba (made from light bulbs of different sizes), Spoils of War (includ-
ing brass shell casings), Cloud-Chamber Bowls (of glass). In writing
music for them, he tended to prefer simple textures, regular pulsation,
and ostinato, for which his reasons might have included the need to
work with student performers (his major performances were at uni-
versities in Chicago and Los Angeles), a wish to show off sonority, a
way of working with stretches of music that—being equal in length
and similar in rhythm—could be superposed, and a desire for elemen-
tal expression.

Two of his full-length dramas—all of which seem to call for dance
and stylized action within the arena of the instrumentarium—are based
on Greek plays: Oedipus and The Bacchae (transplanted into the contem-
porary U.S. in Revelation in the Courthouse Park). Of the others, The Be-
witched is a sequence of scenes intended to reveal human conditioning
(“We are all bewitched, and mostly by accident: the accident of form,
color, and sex; of prejudices conditioned from the cradle up’!?), and De-
lusion of the Fury is based on a Noh play in which vengeance gives way
to enlightenment, with the appendage of a farce after an African tale.

Partch’s combination of subtle intonation with primitive rhythm is
neatly balanced by Nancarrow’s pursuit of rhythmic intricacy using a
medium that rules out any sophistication of tuning. But there are also
parallels, and not only in the way both men existed outside musical
convention—Partch scratching a hand-to-mouth existence in southern
California for much of his life, Nancarrow living from 1940 onwards in
isolation in a suburb of Mexico City. Both started to make serious prog-
ress in the 1940s; both began to achieve wider recognition late in life—
Partch in the later 1960s, when his independent spirit and his magic
dance dramas with resonant percussion instruments began to seem
central and sympathetic, Nancarrow in the 1980s, when his patent
complexity (as opposed to the concealed complexity of Boulezian seri-
alism) could be recognized as in tune with a computer-oriented under-
standing of art and the mind.

Nancarrow began to compose for the player piano in order to real-
ize tempo overlappings that proved beyond the performers he had to
deal with at the time. But the player piano was more than a functional
interim. It allowed him to create rhythmic canons (and most of his
player-piano studies are canonic) in which the voices move at complex
relative speeds: in Study No. 37, to take an extreme case, there are
twelve voices, at tempos in the ratios 1:15/14:9/8:6/5:5/4:4/3:7/5:3/2:
8/5:5/3:7/4:15/8 (a rhythmic encoding of a chromatic scale in just in-
tonation). Also, the studies exult in possibilities of keyboard sound be-

12. There are colour and monochrome photographs in his book Genesis of
a Music (New York, 1974).
13. Ibid., 335.
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Example 16 Conlon Nancarrow, Study No. 5

yond any keyboard player or combination of keyboard players: not
only twelve-part canons, but colossal, precisely simultaneous chords
and immense glissandos, all moving at speed with perfect accuracy. Ex-
ample 16, showing a moment from Study No. 5, may give some indica-
tion of the kind of keyboard activity possible; note the tempo.

The prodigious rapidity and precisely executed extravagance of the
music are amonyg its joys and comedies: the joys and comedies of heavy
loads lightly carried. For Nancarrow is one of the few great musical
humorists. His techniques can be compared with those of animation, in
that the preparation is an exercise of handicraft requiring concentra-
tion on items extracted from the continuity into which they will be
absorbed (still pictures, single notes punched into the paper rolls that
are the player piano’s software) and that the laboriousness of this pro-
cedure results in an inherent disproportion between cause and effect
(more than a year could be taken up in creating a five-minute piece!?).
Such disproportion is itself comic: so is the existence of worlds in which
anything can happen, but everything must be preordained in detail. It
may be for these reasons that animation lends itself most readily to
comedy, and that Nancarrow’s studies have the humour, as well as the

14. See Charles Amirkhanian’s note with Wergo 6168.
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dimensions, of the cartoon short (the longest of them play for around
ten minutes; most last for between one minute and five).

They also resemble animated comedies in bringing brisk, simplified
designs into movement, since Nancarrow’s canons are not only ab-
stract formal processes (often determinedly audible, at least up to the
point—frequently reached and surpassed—at which the mind can no
longer juggle with the number of lines in play) but also rules of behav-
iour for the small musical figures he commonly uses. Taking the rela-
tively straightforward example of Study No. 5'°, this piece sets in play
a variety of elements: an idle sort of vamp that lurches lopsidedly up to
a cadence (it is characteristic of Nancarrow that humour should be
present, as here, at the level of motif), twirls that are part way between
scale and glissando, a fanfare of chords. Each of these ideas is on its
own temporal plane: the vamp, for instance, repeats regularly through-
out the piece, whereas other figures recur at increasingly shorter in-
tervals. Example 16 shows a passage from about two-thirds of the way
into the piece, and illustrates the polymetric density and the full key-
board texture Nancarrow can attain: at the beginning of the example,
bars that have already begun have their time signatures placed in brack-
ets; the repeating vamp is in 35/16, in the middle of the keyboard. The
impression is of musical entities playing some game, dodging each other,
while all the time more and more entities enter the game, to the point
where, growing in frequency and in number, they meld: the whole
process takes just over two and a half minutes. What also contributes
to the comedy of the studies is the fact that an ignoble and outmoded
machine is being used to create amazement.

Indeed, the studies are doubly mechanical: delivered by a me-
chanical instrument, and delivered too by machineries of rhythm in
the form of mensuration canons. But, again like cartoon films, they
thoroughly flout the notion that what is mechanical is ipso facto dead.
Nancarrow’s taste for complex cross-rhythms can be traced not only to
his admiration for Stravinsky but also to his experience as a jazz trum-
peter, and his ideas often have the syncopated spring of blues, ragtime,
or boogie woogie. Letters written in vernacular style are posted along
elaborate and sophisticated networks; material that high culture would
deem debased is fantastically rescued and celebrated. And this rescue
effort is in itself humorous.

Wolpe

Like Stravinsky—but a year before, in 1938—Wolpe moved to the
United States after previous travels, which in his case had taken him

15. Kyle Gann, The Music of Conlon Nancarrow (Cambridge, 1995), 69, in-
dicates that the studies up to No. 30 were composed between 1948 and 1960,
which suggests a date in the early 1950s for No. 5.
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from his native Berlin to Palestine. Like Varese, he settled in New York.
Like Messiaen, he became an important teacher—of Feldman among
others. And like all those colleagues, he changed his music, or found
his music changing, during the immediate postwar years. From Berlin
and Vienna (where he had studied with Webern) he brought with him
a mind set on counterpoint and chromaticism, but he was determined
too on constant freedom to give motifs the stamp of character and to
let them develop with vigour but without force. These are aspects of
his music that he best expressed himself, for his prose accords with his
music not only in its content but in its manner: even his problems with
the language become solutions to the greater problem of creating a
personal voice, rather as eccentricities in his music become essential,
even natural. ‘T very much like’, he wrote, ‘to maintain the flexibility
of sound structures (as one would try to draw on water). That leads
me to the promotion of a very mobile polyphony in which the partials
of the sound behave like river currents and a greater orbit spread-out
is guaranteed to the sound, a greater circulatory agility (a greater mo-
mentum too). The sound gets the plasticity of figures of waves and the
magneticism and the fluid elasticity of river currents, or the fire of ges-
tures and the generative liveliness of all what is life (and Apollo and
Dionysus, and the seasons of the heart, and the articulate fevers)."1¢

The onwardness and the energy of his music have something to
do with his appreciation of jazz, which he had known since his Berlin
days, but which came closer up behind the surface of his music in the
United States, most explicitly in his Quartet for the modern-jazz en-
semble of tenor saxophone, trumpet, percussion, and piano (1950). In
other works of this period, such as the sonata-weight Battle Piece for
solo piano (1947) and the Violin Sonata (1949), the resemblance is not
so much to the colour of jazz as to the unpredictability within a strongly
forward movement. Wolpe typically sets up a regular, physical pulse,
often at a brisk walking pace, even while lines of motivic development
are going along in seeming independence of each other. As was soon to
happen in Carter’s music, a musical section (the Violin Sonata has four;
Battle Piece is continuous) may not be identifiable as a ‘movement’: the
music keeps the freedom to alter and contrast speed and character, al-
most from moment to moment. A collection of ‘interval studies’ (1944—
49)—short contrapuntal essays ‘for any instruments’—appears to have
been the exercise book in which the composer devoted himself to the
postwar demand for logical reconstruction.

But the moves in Wolpe’s creative life were as bold (and as fully
engaged, as wholehearted) as those in his music. During the summers
of 1952-56 he taught at Black Mountain College in North Carolina,
where fellow members of the faculty in his first year included Cage,
Cunningham, Tudor, and Harrison. The works he wrote there, including

16. Note on the Violin Sonata, quoted in note with Koch 3 7112 2H1.
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Example 17 Stefan Wolpe, Oboe Quartet

Enactments for three pianos (1953) and the Quartet for oboe, cello, per-
cussion and piano (1955), bring an intermingling of the experimental
into his recently developed style, as may be glimpsed in example 17,
from near the end of the quartet. The pianist, in the last bar of this ex-
tract, is directed to get up from the keyboard, turn to the audience, and
stamp ‘in a dance-like movement” with left foot, then right; the percus-
sionist repeats the stamps. Yet the effect, like the elementary ostinatos
and the singing, is forged into the music’s rhythm: something is flow-
ing through this extraordinary passage on into more usual sorts of in-
strumental interplay. At the same time, the oboe part (and the oboist
is effectively the work’s soloist) shows a characteristic achievement of
individual rhetoric—summons, playfulness—from elements of pitch and
rhythm shared with the group: in that respect, jazz is still the ideal.

After Silence

4" 33" appears to have been followed soon by a much longer silence
in Cage’s output, one of several months.!” Perhaps it seemed that no

17. See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence (Cam-
bridge and New York, 1993), 143.
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more music was needed, that everything had been said in the saying of
nothing. But there were endless ways of saying nothing, as Cage might
have observed in the mute abundance of nature, from the mushrooms
to the stars. There was, too, still a notional infinity of sounds waiting
to ‘become themselves’, and it was perhaps on their behalf that he
returned to composition—to the highly purposed business of creating
music without purpose. He did so, between 1953 and 1956, exclusively
on two fronts: in the Music for Piano series (still using the method of
marking paper imperfections'®) and in a collection of pieces measured
to precise, chance-determined durations, a collection he referred to pri-
vately as ‘The Ten Thousand Things’.!®

The first of these were tiny, around a minute long, but those of
1954-56 became huge virtuoso exercises: 34'46.776” and 31" 57.9864"
for Tudor, 26" 1.1499” for any four-stringed instrument, and 27 10.554"
for percussionist. As in the Music of Changes, what is on display here
is the complexity of chance phenomena: like the shapes of a broken
glass, beyond what anyone could foreordain, are the similarly wild and
irregular occurrences that enter these compositions. It necessarily fol-
lowed that, though Cage was utterly simple in his bearing and in his
behaviour as an artist, the demands he placed on performers were
stringent, in works from the Music of Changes to such late pieces as the
Freeman Etudes, and not least in ‘The Ten Thousand Things’, whose
titles betoken a utopian accuracy of performance. The use of ancillary
instruments, as in Water Music, adds further to the impression these
pieces create of performance as action—of rhythm defined by rapidity
of bodily movement, and of music becoming abstract theatre. Tudor
gave the first performances of 34°46.776” and 31" 57.9864” while on a
European tour with Cage in October-November 1954: among the
many European composers who were fascinated, Stockhausen was one
of the first to apply what he had heard, not only in his piano writing
but in his whole approach to performance.

This was another case, though, of Europeans mistaking the effect
of Cage’s music for its intention. If the exacting notation of ‘The Ten
Thousand Things” had any purpose, it was perhaps to screen off the
habits and hopes of performers, just as chance operations screened off
the habits and hopes of the composer. Having to offer so much atten-
tion to instructions, the players of these pieces could not at the same
time offer any intention, and unaccustomed requirements—to play on
the piano’s strings or woodwork, use accessory instruments, deal with
unusual notations—increased the defamiliarization.

18. See John Cage, ‘To Describe the Process of Composition Used in Music
for Piano 21-52°, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Middletown, Conn., 1961; Lon-
don, 1968), 60-61.

19. See David Revill, The Roaring Silence: John Cage: A Life (London, 1992),
178.
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The Cold War

Eastern Europe seemed another world. And yet, as if aware of a post-
war impulse for change, Andrey Zhdanov, holding high rank in the
Soviet government, instituted in February 1948 a reinforcement of the
cultural policy of socialist realism. Composers were called to account,
and reminded of their duty to write music that put a socialist (i.e. op-
timistic) spin on a ‘realism’ that was now almost a century old, and
that belonged to the bourgeois culture of late Tsarism: the diatonic-
symphonic language of Tchaikovsky and Borodin. ‘Formalism’—which
in a Russian context embraced any projection of matters of technique,
notably including innovations—was the enemy. What was stirring in
the United States and Western Europe could have no parallel in the
Soviet Union, nor in those neighbouring countries that had been liber-
ated by Russian forces in 1945 and were coming under closer Soviet
control in 1948. In Hungary, for example, a musicians’ union was es-
tablished in 1949 on the Soviet model, one of its functions being to
have new compositions vetted by a panel of colleagues.

Noble ideals—of placing control in the hands of composers and of
checking individual imagination against informed and sympathetic
collective judgment—were compromised by the falsity of having to
steer by an official aesthetic that was incoherent. A young composer
recognizing that the musical world was changing fast but not so sure
about the political one, as Ligeti was, would have to write one kind of
music for the committee and another for the bottom drawer. Ligeti’s
works of 1949-53, Hungary’s most viciously Stalinist period, include
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several that were passed for publication, performance, and broadcast,
at least one (his Romanian Concerto) whose shortcomings he acknowl-
edged and even emphasized when it came up for debate,! and several
more he did not put forward. Among these last, Musica ricercata for piano
(1951-53), though in no way serial, exposes just the kind of algorith-
mic thinking he was to analyse a few years later in Boulez’s Structures.
The first piece uses just one note (or, in Babbittian terms, pitch class),
A, until another, D, is added just before the end. Succeeding move-
ments are based on two, three, four notes, and so on, until all twelve
are in play.

However, the distinction between imposed conformity and free
thought—a distinction Ligeti underlined again and again after leaving
Hungary for Western Europe in 1956—is not so clear. Many young
people immediately after the war, Ligeti among them, welcomed so-
cialism for its egalitarian aspirations, its state support of culture, and its
antagonism to fascism. Even rule from Moscow would have to be an
improvement on rule from Berlin. Ligeti’s friend and colleague Gyorgy
Kurtag (b. 1926) wrote a choral ‘Greeting Song to Stalin’, and Ligeti
himself produced a cantata for a youth festival in 1949. At the same
time, Musica ricercata is nothing like as abstract as Boulez’s music of
similar date. It relishes connections with familiar ideas and folk music,
as in the bristling dance of minor and major triads in the third piece of
the set, shown in example 18, all very much in the spirit of Bartdk,
though with a playfulness that was Ligeti’s own. In carrying forward
the Bartdkian heritage, connecting with folk music and connecting,
too, with the needs of amateurs (who are welcomed here as they are
not by Structures) and the expectations of audiences, Musica ricercata was
just what members of the Hungarian musicians” union should have
been looking for. Perversity and cynicism, intergenerational conflict
and fear, may all have spoiled the chances for the real socialist music
that socialist realism was not.

The situation throughout the Eastern bloc was difficult, even at
times dangerous, and its complexity probably cannot be reduced to a
story of oppression and resistance, such as has gained currency around
the figure, in particular, of Dmitry Shostakovich (1906-75). There can
be no doubt that Shostakovich took Zhdanov’s criticism seriously. He
put aside the violin concerto on which he had been working and
turned instead to string quartets, bland cantatas, and a book of pre-
ludes and fugues for piano. (Fugues, having the mandate of history,
were not ‘formalist’.) It is also true that he delayed his next symphony,
his Tenth, until after Stalin’s death; the work had its first performance
nine months later, in December 1953.

1. See Rachel Beckles Willson, Ligeti, Kurtdg, and Hungarian Music during
the Cold War (Cambridge, 2007), 41.
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Example 18 Gyorgy Ligeti, Musica ricercata

However, to read this symphony as a reaction to events—even as a
portrait of the deceased leader—may be too much. The work is cer-
tainly a triumph of negativity, made with images of snarling, of forced
movement, of empty bombast and worthless victory, but all these
things can be found in the composer’s sarcastic style from long before.
He also inherited them from Mahler and from a deep vein of black
humour in Russian culture. Moreover, one could interpret the sym-
phony as marked by the same autodestructive urges as Boulez’s Sec-
ond Sonata, without the release of flinging out into new musical re-
gions. It may have seemed to Shostakovich, as much as to Boulez, that
the old tonal language was long worn out by the middle of the twen-
tieth century. But, for whatever reasons of personal as well as official
constraint, he had no alternative.

There is a whole knot of ironies around the fact that Shostakovich’s
music should have come to be prized as dissident by cultures, those of
modern capitalism, whose aesthetic preferences are not so far from
those of socialist realism. Of course, it may not be contradictory to ad-
mire Shostakovich because he shares our love-hate relationship with
the musical language that remains dominant. The political affiliations,
though, are confusing. Nono was by no means alone among younger
composers in Western Europe and the United States in voting decisively
on the Left, and yet the music these composers produced was banned
from the Soviet Union and its satellites. The disfavour was certainly
reciprocated: Shostakovich was anathema to Boulez, who seems only
once, in 2002, to have conducted anything by the composer. Those
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who were beginning to assemble regularly at Darmstadt saw them-
selves as bringing in a revolution that would be more than musical,
whether its aims were social-political (Nono), spiritual (Stockhausen),
or undisclosed, perhaps unknown (Boulez). From the viewpoint of the
Kremlin, however, they were bourgeois individualists.

The Central Intelligence Agency of the United States may have
shared that opinion. The contemporary art festival lavishly presented
in Paris in 1952, involving Stravinsky, Messiaen, and Boulez among
many others, was clandestinely funded by the CIA through the Con-
gress for Cultural Freedom, which had been set up in 1950 in the naive
but not entirely dishonourable hope of demonstrating to left-wing
intellectuals in Western Europe that capitalism was as hospitable to the
arts as communism. But though Darmstadt in its infancy was also a
U.S. intervention, sponsored by the military authorities in their sector
of immediate postwar Germany,? officials appear rapidly to have washed
their hands of these disputatious musicians.

This is not to say, of course, that the seeming permanence of the
Cold War, and of the nuclear threat it entailed, did not hang over every-
thing achieved during this period.

2. See Frances Stonor Saunders, Who Paid the Piper?: the CIA and the Cul-
tural Cold War (London, 1999), 23.
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Extension and
Development

Western Europe, 1953-56

From Points to Groups

Punkte (1952), unperformed in its original version,! had apparently
convinced Stockhausen that composing with points had its limitations:
technical, in that there was no way to order timbre when working with
standard instruments, and aesthetic, in that an orchestra of points be-
came an undifferentiated mass, in the same way that, as both he and
Boulez had found, layers of chromatic durations combined into regular
pulsing. In the 1960s, in a sequence of revisions, he redrew the score
for a larger orchestra, though one confined still to pitched instruments,
and converted most of the original points into melodic lines, chords,
and swarms of sound, so that the title became the relic of a history the
piece had outgrown. More immediately he presented a creative criticism
of the earlier score in Kontra-Punkte (1952-53), scored for an ensemble
of ten players rather like that of Webern’s Concerto, and carrying a title
that may be understood as signifying ‘Against Points’, and even ‘Against
Punkte’, as well as ‘Counterpoints’. It was the first composition since
Kreuzspiel in which Stockhausen found the musical means to keep pace
with his intellectual élan, and he gave it the distinction ‘Nr.1” in his
catalogue of works. It was also one of the first pieces to become widely
disseminated. The Viennese firm Universal Edition, the publishers of

1. For a note on this version, and a page from the score, see Robin Maco-
nie, The Works of Karlheinz Stockhausen (London, 1976), 38-40.

80
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most of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern, printed the score in 1953 as
part of a policy of promoting what their director, Alfred Kalmus, might
well have seen as the twentieth century’s second musical avant-garde
(they also became the publishers of Boulez, and later Pousseur, Berio,
Birtwistle, and others), and a recording was issued in 1956.

Kontra-Punkte—one of the few Stockhausen pieces for which Boulez
was to profess unguarded admiration—expanded the range of thinking
at this fiercely analytical time, and did so with a proud dramatic sweep
that remained characteristic of the composer; that panache, as well as
his personal charisma, was surely relevant to the commanding position
he soon acquired among his colleagues, and held into the 1970s. In this
case the drama comes about partly because the music’s process is, at
least in some measure, laid out to view. As it proceeds, so the instru-
ments fall silent one by one, the six ‘families’ of the opening—flute
plus bassoon, clarinet plus bass clarinet, trumpet plus trombone, piano,
harp, and violin plus cello—giving place to the single timbre of the
piano. At the same time, the ranges of dynamic level and rhythmic
value are gradually curtailed, and a texture that began with isolated
points ends with two-part counterpoint.

What chiefly distinguishes the piece, though, is the move from
points to ‘groups’. (It was a feature of the time that changes in tech-
nique were felt to need changes in terminology.) A group, for Stock-
hausen, was a collection of notes considered as an identity: if spread out
through time, it was to be felt as an extended instant, and in order for
that to happen, the texture of Kontra-Punkte consists largely of rapid ar-
peggiations, which give the piece an electric dynamism, realizing what
Boulez had perhaps hoped to achieve in Polyphonie X. Example 19 shows
a representative passage of counterpointed groups, and suggests how
Stockhausen achieves the compelling small-scale continuity of the piece.
The groups here set out more or less distinct harmonic fields, whose
antagonisms are resolved in the large piano group at the end of the
example—a group referring in bar 345 to the preceding harp group, in
bar 346 to the clarinet group, and in bar 347 to the piano’s own sforzato
chord and group, while in the extreme bass there is a varied transposi-
tion of the flute group (an instance of the tritone-fifth/fourth motif,
which Stockhausen, like Boulez, may have inherited from Messiaen).
Four ‘families” are thus conjoined, in a miniature image of what hap-
pens in the entire piece; the cello is perhaps to be considered as going
its own way; the sixth ‘family’, the brass duo, has by this stage dropped
out. The working with allusive harmonic connections relates to Boulez,
who had of course been doing this at least since his Sonatina, but Kontra-
Punkte, in a manner typical of Stockhausen, sets out as if from nothing
but its own material, presenting a new world with joy and confidence.

As in Kreuzspiel, Stockhausen creates systems that result in vivac-
ity. For example, the usual chromatic durations are combined with a
division of the unchanging bar into up to twelve equal parts: hence the
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Example 19 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kontra-Punkte

abundant demisemiquavers of example 19—unless of course this effect
preceded its supposed cause, and the system was chosen in order to
justify a glittering rapidity. Another echo of total serialism lies in the
zigzags of dynamic markings, which again may act to enliven perfor-
mance. Less obvious in a brief example is the way in which a fixed
system of proportions—of the sort described in the case of Studie I and
present in all Stockhausen’s works of this period as a guarantor of
unity—governs the profusion of ideas. What we have, in the composer’s
words, is ‘not the same shapes in a changing light [a description per-
haps of his distant model, the Webern Concerto]. Rather this: different
shapes in the same, all-pervading light."?

2. Karlheinz Stockhausen, Texte, i (Cologne, 1963), 37.
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Example 19 (continued)

Contemporary with Kontra-Punkte and Studie I are the first four of
Stockhausen'’s Klavierstiicke, opening a projected cycle of twenty-one.
The scope of the cycle was presumably determined by some ordering of
the first six whole numbers—an obsession in Stockhausen’s early music
(see the above discussion of Studie I)—but after sets of four, six, and
one, all produced in the 1950s, any such pattern broke down, and the
next pieces arrived much later as scenes in Licht, the operatic heptalogy
he began in 1977. The first piece to be written, in Paris in 1952, was the
one published as III, which is so brief that it can be quoted complete
(example 20) and serve as a small model for exploring Stockhausen’s
formal procedures.

The organization of pitch has been interpreted in various ways:
Robin Maconie® proposes a hearing in terms of three overlapping

3. Maconie, Works, 63—64.
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Example 20 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Klavierstiick 111

chromatic segments (D-F, F-G#, G¢-B), whereas Dieter Schnebel,* Jon-
athan Harvey,” and David Lewin® would all see the five-note set of the
first bar as the structural determinant, but neither approach is entirely
satisfactory, and perhaps what speaks most of the music is the doubt.
It is rather curious that young European composers of the early 1950s,
ostensibly erecting a theoretical framework that would be generally
valid, were cautious in describing their systems or procedures (unlike
Babbitt). Their works were to have been at once models of a new,
rationally based way of composing and inscrutable. Boulez’s essay
‘Possibly . . .” exemplifies the point. Insisting several times on technical
exploration as ‘research’ (a scientism to be repeated often in the theo-
rizings of composers at this time), and after indicating that his purpose
is to establish a musical ‘grammar’ that will last,” the author declines to

4. Dieter Schnebel, ‘Karlheinz Stockhausen’, Die Reile, No. 4 (1958, En-
glish ed. 1960), 121-35.

5. Jonathan Harvey, The Music of Stockhausen (London, 1974), 24-26.

6. David Lewin, Musical Form and Transformation (New Haven, 1993),
16-67.

7. Pierre Boulez, Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship (Oxford: Clarendon
and New York, 1991), 115.
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demonstrate how his general principles are applied. Probably the fear,
which Boulez’s colleagues shared, was that technical strategies would
be taken as aesthetic meanings, in a way that was happening with
Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern. Organization, on which these compos-
ers insisted, was distinct from effect, on which they remained largely
silent. Subsequent analysts, working like detectives pursuing criminals
who have done their best to leave the scene of the crime spotless, have
often been concerned with how pieces were made, as Ligeti was in his
analysis of Structures la. Lewin’s analysis of Stockhausen’s Klavierstiick
II1 is unusual in addressing perception.

Lewin asks us to hear the piece as a sequence of four passes through
an elegant network of transformations of its five-note set—or rather
through a network of networks. The smaller networks consist of sets
related by inversion preserving the chromatic tetrachord (e.g., the
opening A-B-D-Ab-Bb and the partly overlapping Bi—A-G#-B-F) and of
those related to these by transposition through a tritone (e.g., F-E—
D-E-Ab in bars 2-3 and the largely simultaneous B-F-E»—D-E); the
larger network is a grouping of four such foursomes. Lewin provides a
pitch-set abstract of the piece, a kind of chorale, as an exercise in teach-
ing the ear to hear what he hears. By training ourselves in this way,
we might think, we are being led to hear Lewin rather than Stockhau-
sen: a particular photograph of a landscape that remains mute. So it
may be, but we can never come directly to the landscape itself, to the
piece unfiltered by the commentaries and interpretations of others,
and by the prejudices we bring ourselves. (This dissolution of the musi-
cal work has been a key theme of the period.) As Lewin notes at the end
of his analysis, after remarking—not without some dismay—divergences
between his version and the more eclectic treatment of the piece by
Nicholas Cook®: ‘The differences in segmentation between Cook’s anal-
ysis and mine should not be problematic, I think, except for those who
believe that form is “a Form”, something a piece has one and only one
of in all of its aspects.’

What any analysis in terms of pitch-class sets must leave out of ac-
count is the twinkling of ambiguities between clear intervals (especially
thirds and sixths, sevenths and ninths) and uncertain leaps, where the
sensation of pitch is attenuated by isolation or extreme register. It may
also be that the notes are sometimes to be understood more as pro-
grammes for action than as pitches, their placing on the keyboard in
relation to one another being important for the effect on timing and
attack. As Stockhausen put it, his concern in all four of these first piano
pieces was with ‘imparting a new way of feeling time in music, in
which the infinitely subtle “irrational” shadings and impulses and fluc-
tuations of a good performer often produce what one wants better than

8. Nicholas Cook, A Guide to Musical Analysis (New York, 1987), 354-62.
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any centimetre gauge’®—though this may have been more a response
to how his music worked than a reason for its creation. In experimen-
tal art, the fortuitous need not be discounted, but rather welcomed and
celebrated.

If Stockhausen was indeed coming to recognize a fundamental dif-
ference between synthesized and performed music—a distinction that
was to be transcended in his next electronic works, Gesang der Jiinglinge
and Kontakte—he was still, at least in the composing of Klavierstiick III,
able to transfer into the instrumental world an electronic phenome-
non, that of time reversal. In the fifth bar he progressively builds up a
three-note chord; in the seventh, more unusually, he progressively re-
linquishes notes. There are numerous more complex instances of this
effect in the second piece of the set, suggesting the composer might
have been trying out something discovered in Schaeffer’s studio, rather
as Klavierstiick IV, in Maconie’s plausible view,!° finds him leaning over
Boulez’s shoulder at the worktable of Structures (though at this mo-
ment the two composers were so close that priorities are as hard to
establish as they are irrelevant).

‘We are all’, Stockhausen wrote, ‘more or less treading on ice, and
as long as this is the case, the organizational systems being put forward
represent guidelines to prevent the composer from faltering. And one
has to face the fact that there are as many systems as there are grains
of sand, systems that can be dreamed up and set in motion as easily as
clockwork. Their number is probably infinite, but certainly only a very
few of them are acceptable systems, compatible with their means of
expression, and applicable without self-contradiction to all the dimen-
sions of music. Of these, still fewer are so perfectly prefigured that they
yield beautiful and interesting music.”!! This was another big difference
from Boulez. Where Boulez wanted one grammar to support a variety
of idiolects, Stockhausen went in search of a new system in each piece,
each time setting new conditions out of which a new musical universe
could evolve. Music’s ability to elaborate itself of itself, which Boulez
wanted to control, Stockhausen would rather enable.

Systems of Organization

Mutual respect and rivalry, backed by the confidence they had gained
in achieving compositions as arresting and innovatory as Structures
and Kontra-Punkte, accelerated the next steps Boulez and Stockhausen

9. K. H. Worner, Stockhausen: Life and Work (London, 1973), 32.

10. Maconie, Works, 67. In the 2nd edition, this view is tacitly withdrawn.

11. Stockhausen, Texte, i, 47. An unusually complete elucidation of a
Stockhausen system is provided by Richard Toop in his analysis ‘Stockhausen’s
“Klavierstiick VIII”’, Contact, 28 (1984), 4-19.
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made. The workshop period was over; it was a time for works of great
ambition and public intent, works such as Boulez’s Le Marteau sans mai-
tre or Stockhausen’s Gesang der Jiinglinge and Gruppen. New journals—
notably Die Reilhe, whose first issue appeared in 1955—were founded to
publish articles by and about the new music, and festivals and radio
stations in West Germany continued to give it a forum. Boulez founded
a platform in Paris, a concert series (the future Domaine Musical),
whose first programme, in 1954, included works by Nono (Polifonica—
monodia—ritmica) and Stockhausen (Kontra-Punkte) as well as Stravin-
sky, Webern, and J. S. Bach. Recordings of many of the new works
introduced at the Domaine Musical were released on the Véga label and
so more widely disseminated. Radio authorities and publishers (Schott
as well as Universal Edition), too, continued to promote new music.

All this has helped to generate an impression in retrospect of some-
thing monolithic, though that may not have been how it appeared at
the time. And total serialism, far from defining the music of these young
composers, had been only a gateway through which they needed to
pass. Boulez, in a 1954 essay,!? chided his colleagues, and indeed his
former self, for galloping too readily, too thoughtlessly, towards what
he could only see as an illusory goal of total organization: ‘One soon
realizes’, he wrote, perhaps with his own Structures Ia in mind, ‘that
composition and organization cannot be confused without falling into
a maniacal inanity’. He went on to state his present wish for ‘a dialectic
operating at each moment of the composition between a strict global
organization and a temporary structure controlled by free will” (which
would explain the appeal to him of Stockhausen’s Kontra-Punkte). Of
course, it went without saying that the ‘strict global organization” would
in some way come out of total serialism. Organization would provide
possibilities, among which the composer could direct himself by an
alert marriage of intellect and instinct, with the late works of Debussy
now admitted as potentially more useful models than Webern. Boulez’s
preference had always been for complexity and multiplicity—for Klee
rather than Mondrian, as he had put it in a 1951 letter to Cage'>—and
it was to Debussian allusiveness rather than to Webernian strictness
and symmetry that he appealed in Le Marteau sans maitre.

In the same essay Boulez also points the way towards the aleatory
principles that were to occupy him later in the decade. He speculates
about the possibility of a composition existing as a set of ‘formants’,
each linked to the organizational bases of the work as the formants of
a timbre are linked to the fundamental, and yet each independent: the
Polyphonie idea is reasserting itself, behind the guise of terms borrowed

12. Boulez, ‘Current Investigations,” Stocktakings, 15-19.
13. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence (Cambridge
and New York, 1993), 116-17.



88 Modern Music and After

from acoustical analysis, and was to be partially realized in the Third
Piano Sonata, a work predicted in the following passage, highly char-
acteristic of Boulez’s wish for fluidity, ambiguity, and freedom: ‘Let
us claim for music the right to parentheses and italics . . . a concept of
discontinuous time made up of structures which interlock instead of
remaining in airtight compartments; and finally a sort of development
where the closed circuit is not the only possible answer.’

Such a labyrinthine conception, though manifested more obvi-
ously in the Third Piano Sonata, is already present in Le Marteau sans
maitre, as indeed it had been in the Second Piano Sonata or the Sona-
tina. After Structures Ia, Boulez had immediately returned to what had
been his earlier practice: that of using principles borrowed and ex-
tended from Schoenberg and Webern in order to proliferate intervalic
motifs and rhythmic cells in a whole variety of ways. The apparatus of
total serialism persists in Le Marteau—the dynamic levels that change
almost from note to note, the chromatic durations—and yet, in an-
other sign of the small relevance of how a work is made to how it is
received and appraised, the work’s serial construction stayed a mystery
for more than two decades, until elucidated by Lev Koblyakov.!'4
Boulez’s serial techniques, as described in what has been published of
his Darmstadt lectures,!® are so multifarious that almost anything could
be derived from anything else, and his horror of the obvious may ren-
der a secure understanding of his compositional processes irretrievable.

Ligeti, who had abandoned the idea of analysing Le Marteau before
tackling the transparent Structures Ia, pointed out in a later article for
Die Reihe'® that the original conventions of serialism—and even those
of total serialism—had been so far adapted in the immediately sub-
sequent works of Pousseur, Stockhausen, Boulez, and others that to
describe those works as ‘serial” would be almost meaningless. At best,
only the essential principles—those of ordering a set of elements, and
transforming that ordered set according to rules—remain. Babbitt felt
this too, and recalled how, after his hopes had been aroused by news of
endeavours seemingly similar to his own being carried out in Europe,
his presumed comrades’ ‘music and technical writings eventually re-
vealed so very different an attitude towards the means, and even so
very different means, that the apparent agreement with regard to end
lost its entire significance. . . . Mathematics—or, more correctly, arith-
metic—is used, not as a means of characterizing or discovering general
systematic, pre-compositional relationships, but as a compositional
device. ... The alleged “total organization” is achieved by applying

14. His doctoral thesis (1975-77) is published as Pierre Boulez: a World of
Harmony (Chur, 1990).

15. Pierre Boulez, Boulez on Music Today (London, 1971).

16. Gyogy Ligeti, ‘Metamorphoses of Musical Form’, Die Reihe, 7 (1960,
English ed. 1965), 5-19.
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dissimilar, essentially unrelated criteria of organization to each of the
components, criteria often derived from outside the system, so that—
for example—rhythm is independent of and thus separable from the
pitch structure; this is described and justified as a “polyphony” of com-
ponents, though polyphony is customarily understood to involve,
among other things, a principle of organized simultaneity.”!”

Babbitt’s distress, not unmixed with self-congratulation, is occa-
sioned by little more than the fact that his European colleagues did not
share his view of what constituted ‘general systematic, pre-composi-
tional relationships’: one could as well criticize Berlioz for not being
Bach. But at least his diatribe points up the great gulf at the time be-
tween composers in America and those in Europe with regard to the
serial heritage. That gulf might be illustrated by comparing Kontra-
Punkte or Le Marteau sans maitre with his Second Quartet—a work of
the same period, written soon before the essay just quoted. The Babbitt
piece is lucid about itself: it is a demonstration of how it was composed.
Its all-interval series is introduced interval by interval, as it were, with
each new arrival initiating a development of the interval repertory
thus far acquired, each development being argued in terms of derived
sets. Important landmarks in the continuous progress are firmly un-
derlined: Babbitt calls on harmonic octaves at the points where new
intervals are brought into play, brings in a rare solo line when the first
hexachord has been completed (bar 114), and has the first complete
serial statement begun by all four instruments in unison (bars 266-68).
It is all far away from Stockhausen’s new systems as grains of sand—
each, one must guess, unlike any other, and certainly unlike any sys-
tems familiar from the past. It is equally far away from Boulez’s ‘notion
of a discontinuous time achieved thanks to structures which will be-
come entangled’.

Le Marteau sans maitre

Just as Boulez returned after Structures Ia to earlier musical ideals, so he
returned to earlier poetic metaphors, but in both cases within a colder
climate. In 1953, beginning his first new work after the book for two
pianos, he went back again to René Char, but this time to an earlier
collection, Le Marteau sans maitre, where the verse is very much more
concise, more abruptly obscure, more objective. In all these respects,
the poems suited Boulez’s purpose, which was not so much to set them
to music, in the way that he had set the very much longer texts of Le
Visage nuptial, but rather to make them the seed of an elaborate musical
form—a form in which purely instrumental movements would be nec-
essary, and not merely as interludes.

17. ‘Some Aspects of Twelve Tone Composition’, The Score, 12 (1955),
53-61.
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As he had before, Boulez wrote an essay about his new work with-
out naming it.'® What mattered in music’s contact with poetry, he de-
clared, was structure: ‘Structure: one of the key words of our time’. (This
sentence alone conveys a thought, more poetic than analytical, to which
every one of Boulez’s compositions adds its commentary.) The poem
must be more than ‘a frame for the weaving of ornamental arabesques’;
it must become ‘“centre and absence” of the whole body of sound”:
‘centre’ because everything in the music is derived from the words, and
‘absence’ because the process of musical composition has completely
consumed them. By applying himself thoroughly to the text, the com-
poser would uncover ‘a whole web of relationships ..., including,
among others, the affective relationships, but also the entire mecha-
nism of the poem, from its pure sound to its intelligible organization.’

It was perhaps disingenuous of Boulez to assume that earlier com-
posers of vocal music had not been excited by matters of ‘pure sound’
or ‘intelligible organization’ in the texts they chose to set: as so often,
he conjures up a caricature of the Romantic artist in order to affirm his
otherness. It was also disingenuous of him to imply that the ‘expres-
sive” qualities of the Char poems were somehow secondary, for the odd
combination of violence and vagueness was essential to him—perhaps
especially the vagueness, for Le Marteau as a setting of transparent, ex-
plicit texts is unthinkable. However, his emphasis on sound and struc-
ture was true to his practice, and true to the conscious concerns of
many of his contemporaries. For example, Berio’s responsiveness to
verbal sound is evident right from his setting of three poems from
Joyce’s Chamber Music for female voice and trio, a work dating from
1953 (the year before he was drawn into the Darmstadt circle through
meeting Maderna, Pousseur, and Stockhausen) and showing in its
monotone second song a great number of patterns of timbre and
rhythm suggested by patterns in the words. And as far as ‘intelligible
organization’ is concerned, Babbitt’s ‘Spelt from Sybil’s Leaves’, one of
a pair of settings of Hopkins sonnets for baritone and trio (1955), ex-
hibits a neat parallel between the rhyme scheme and the serial forms
used. Boulez himself was to derive musical reflections of sonnet form
in later works based on Mallarmé, but the Char texts of Le Marteau are
brusquely irregular, and the music seems not so much to echo them as
to channel them into its own structural processes.

Partly that must be because of how the work cuts down the impor-
tance of its ostensible soloist, in contrast with the etiquettes of such
widely differing examples of vocal chamber music as Pierrot lunaire and
Ravel’s Mallarmé poems: this is just one of its revolutionary features.
Only four of the work’s nine movements are vocal; two purely instru-
mental movements arrive before the singer enters; and the drama of
the finale is the drama of the voice’s being extinguished: first made

18. Boulez, ‘Sound and Word’, Stocktakings, 39-43.
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wordless and a regular member of the ensemble, then replaced as
principal part by the alto flute. There are no songs here, for the vocal
movements are often dominated by instrumental qualities of rhythm,
texture, and phrasing, and even the most songlike of them, ‘L’ Artisanat
turieux’, is a duet in which the alto flute has a comprimary role. The
voice is a potential danger, which the music has to limit. Or, to put
it another way, vocal expression has to force itself through a mill of
musical purpose. It is not that the instrumental movements extend and
elaborate the vocal settings, but rather that the voice and the Char
texts offer commentary on what seems most essentially an instrumen-
tal action.

Boulez’s wariness of the voice—at least in the period between the
seductive ‘Complainte du lézard amoureux’ in Le Soleil des eaux and the
fluid ornamented melismata of the Improvisations sur Mallarmé—was
possibly a sign of a deeper and more widely shared wariness of music’s
ability to comport itself as if with a voice. His disdain of ‘accompanied
melody’ in Messiaen,!® his shattering of legato line in the Sonatina,
and his insistence on polyphony—preferably on a polyphony of poly-
phonies, in which musical parameters are differently adjudicated—all
point to this. In Le Marteau music tumbles forth, but from no source
that we can project: it is too fast, too flickering in colour, too jagged in
outline, too prone to sudden stops and changes of course. One virtue
of these Char poems, besides their brevity, was that the voice they in-
timate (two of them include the first person singular pronoun) speaks
intensely of things disconnected, and of things disconnected from itself.

There are three poems, each contributing, or contributed to, a
cycle of movements. ‘I’ Artisanat furieux’, sung in movement III, has a
prelude (I) and a postlude (VII); ‘Bourreaux de solitude’” (VI) comes
amid a chain of ‘commentaries’ that occupy the other even-numbered
places; and ‘Bel Edifice et les pressentiments’ (V) has a ‘double’, or
variation, at the end of the work. The interweaving of three separate
cycles recalls Messiaen’s practice in the Turangalila symphony, except
that in Boulez’s case the interweaving goes further. Not only does the
last movement explicitly recall moments from all three cycles, but the
characteristics unique to each cycle—such as the pulsed rhythms and
the suspended continuities of the ‘Bourreaux de solitude’ group—are
compromised by distinctions that cut across the cycles (notably the dis-
tinction between vocal and purely instrumental movements) and by
general features of the work.

Among these, most important is the instrumentation, which opened
new possibilities for Western chamber music without there being
subsequently any diminishment to the work’s clang of novelty. The
scoring is for contralto voice with alto flute, viola, guitar, vibraphone,
xylorimba (a xylophone with an extended lower range), and unpitched

19. See Boulez, ‘Proposals’, in ibid., 47-54.
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percussion (one player), a grouping of diversities into a new unity, en-
abled partly by a common middle-high register, partly by bonds of
sound, and partly by an abrupt removal of the instruments into a spe-
cial world of speed, dash, and harmonic restlessness. Also, heterogene-
ity is itself a unifying factor. Since none of the instruments is supported
by any other, their gathered separations become a specific of the piece:
this is music that is defined, and perhaps even made possible, by haz-
ardous tanglings.

Its ancestries are also numerous. Derivation from Pierrot lunaire is
acknowledged in the presence of a voice-flute duet (the setting of
‘L' Artisanat furieux’), and Boulez has also suggested that the vibra-
phone relates to the Balinese gamelan, the xylorimba to the music of
black Africa and the guitar to the Japanese koto,?° to which one might
add that the ensemble, like that of Kreuzspiel, is flavoured with the mod-
ern jazz of the period. Le Marteau is thus a pioneering essay in the
‘music of the whole world’ that Stockhausen was to take as an ideal?'—
though it draws away from embracing exotic qualities of modality,
rhythm, or ritual presentation: refusal is still what partly gives Boulez’s
music its energy, and this particular piece its quick temper.

As for the liaisons between instruments, those too have been de-
scribed by the composer, in noting that the voice connects with the flute
as an instrument of breath (so that the flute can seamlessly but also
awesomely assume the vocal role at the end), the flute with the viola
as an instrument able to sustain sounds, the viola (pizzicato) with the
guitar for its plucked strings, the guitar with the vibraphone as a reso-
nator, and the vibraphone with the xylorimba as an instrument to be
struck.?? The unpitched percussion (used only in the ‘Bourreaux de
solitude’ cycle and the omnium-gatherum finale) he leaves out of ac-
count as ‘marginal’, though the xylorimba’s high noise-content estab-
lishes some rapport.

Boulez’s commentaries on Le Marteau have concerned themselves
only with these matters of apparatus and descent, and the very elusive-
ness of his published Darmstadt lectures is enough to suggest, again, a
view of detailed compositional technique as something to be withheld.
The cause for this need not be interpreted as artistic pudeur, still less as
a wish to protect trade secrets. Boulez’s privacy is, rather, a silent state-
ment of principle—of the principle that the creative means are, and
should be, engulfed in the final work, so that to retrieve the com-
positional process would be impossible or, if it could be done, futile.
Koblyakov’s painstaking retrieval is, correspondingly, an astonishing
analytical achievement, and a resounding disproof of the impossibility,
if not the futility, since the question remains as to how the process

20. Pierre Boulez, ‘Speaking, Playing, Singing’, Orientations, 330-43.
21. See, for example, his note on Telemusik in Worner, Stockhausen, 57-58.
22. See Boulez, ‘Speaking, Playing, Singing’.
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Rapide (J = 208)

Example 21b

confers or determines the work’s meaning and value. After all, Le Mar-
teau sans maitre had been installed as a modern masterpiece—and hailed
by Stravinsky, who attended a performance Boulez conducted in Los
Angeles in 19572>—long before anyone but its composer had any knowl-
edge of its moment-to-moment compositional workings.

Example 21a shows the opening of the work, and Example 21b an
indication, based on Koblyakov, of how the basic series can be ‘multi-
plied’ by any one of its five constituent groups to yield a new series in
which every original note is replaced by a transposition of the multi-
plying group onto that note. (It is unclear whether this was Boulez’s
independent extension from Webernian serialism or his formalization
of Stockhausen’s group technique.) In this case the ‘factor’ is group ¢,
the minor third, and the new series is transposed as a whole up a semi-
tone so that the new dc is equivalent to the old ¢. The music is in two
parts, one shared between the alto flute and the vibraphone, the other
between the guitar and the viola, and this latter part begins with groups
a, b (the D has to be borrowed from the vibraphone), ac (the C has to
be borrowed, again from the vibraphone), dc (the same C must do duty

23. See Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Memories and Commentaries (Lon-
don, 1960), 123, and Robert Craft, ed., Stravinsky: Selected Correspondence, ii (Lon-
don, 1984), 350.
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here too) and bc (with the A and the Eb borrowed from the flute), while
the flute-vibraphone line also moves through bc (beginning of the sec-
ond bar) and e (beginning of the third bar), among other groups.

Koblyakov’s analysis, carrying across the entire length of the work,
is far more convincing than may appear in reference to a short extract,
and its formidable detail defies summary. However—and not only on
the historical grounds of the work’s prior valuation—one must doubt
that the music is heard as a succession of multiplied serial units. Not
only is the division into such units not always clear (the C-Eb, split be-
tween vibraphone and guitar, and involved in both parts, is a case in
point), but even the nature of the music as two-part counterpoint is
constantly being jeopardized by the crossings of parts and the split-
tings of lines between dissimilar instruments, especially when the
speed is such that triplet quavers are gone in a tenth of a second (both
the prelude and the postlude to ‘L’ Artisanat furieux’ race at double the
speed of the setting, as if they were harmonics of the vocal movement).
Pace and fracturing, one might conclude, are more at issue here than
polyphony—though with the polyphony vital for the pace and fractur-
ing to be felt. Also, polyphonic order is expressed in the music most
directly not by chains of serial multiplication products but by corre-
spondences of shaped motif.

In example 21a one may note the prominence of rising thirds (usu-
ally minor), with or without falling ninths or sixteenths (usually major):
it is almost as if the alto flute were announcing a three-note motif, one
to be answered successively, in Webernian fashion, by the guitar (though
with mild distortion) and the viola (in retrograde inversion) along a
time line of consecutive quavers, a time line that then continues as far
as the middle of the third bar. (Webern’s Concerto would again be the
work in the background here.) Regularities, of motif and of pulse, are
played against irregularities, in ways that echo, though they do not
precisely duplicate, the compositional process of taking units from a
mechanical scheme (the successions of units in Koblyakov’s analysis
come from diagonal traverses of five-by-five squares of multiplied se-
ries) and then interpreting them with apparent freedom in matters of
note order, registration, rhythm, and dynamics. In Boulez’s terms, the
basic elements were produced automatically; it was then necessary to
author them by what musical means remained. There had to be this
dialectic between process and freedom, between organization and com-
position, between the rational and the irrational.

Boulez has been consistent about such dichotomies, and about
their irreplaceability. ‘One used to find, especially in country towns,
cafés where two walls with mirrors ran parallel. And when you en-
tered these cafés you saw yourself into infinity; but if you took one
mirror away, you saw only one reflection. I think that the imagination
is situated between irrational and rational invention just as between
two mirrors: if it deprives itself either of the irrational or the rational,
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then it can see itself only once.’?* Even his unusually candid illustra-
tion of irrational invention, in this same article, finds excitement in an
opposition: ‘When you are out walking you can see the play of light on
the leaves of the trees, and if you look at the leaves intensely enough
you may suddenly be struck by the play of one structure in comparison
with another. I have selected the example of leaves because I have seen
for myself the relationship between one fixed arrangement of light and
the flexible arrangement of leaves.” Le Marteau sans maitre, on many
levels of pitch, rhythm, and instrumentation, is Boulez’s most complex
and endlessly fascinating, endlessly frustrating play of such relationships
between the fixed and the flexible.

A more violent description of such an encounter comes at the end
of his ‘Sound and Word’, where he invokes Artaud again—'hearing
him read his own texts, accompanying them with shouts, noises, or
rhythmic effects, has shown us how to make the phoneme burst forth
when the word can no longer do so” (a striking indication of what the
effect of Le Marteau should be, but has been less and less in Boulez'’s five
successive recordings?®’)—and concludes: ‘I increasingly believe that to
create effective art, we have to take delirium and, yes, organize it.” No
doubt this is what he would have wished: to compose with the daemon
upon him, and to wrest from the struggle a form. However, his proce-
dure in Le Marteau sans maitre suggests much more someone taking
organization and throwing it into delirium, and his awareness of this—
his awareness that he belonged to a different class of artists, those
needing a conscious structure to wield or fight against—may have
been responsible for the decline in his output, and the virtual extinc-
tion of his ability to commit himself to a finished work, after the first
performance, when he was thirty, of what was to remain his most sig-
nal achievement.2°

Sound and Word

Le Marteau sans maitre was one of three closely contemporary works
that Stockhausen discusses, along with Nono’s I/ canto sospeso (1955—
56) and his own Gesang der Jiinglinge (also 1955-56), in what is a rare

24. ‘Music and Invention’, The Listener (22 January 1970), 101-2.

25. See Paul Griffiths, ‘Le marteau de son maitre, or Boulez selon Boulez’,
Pierre Boulez: Eine Festschrift zum 60. Geburtstag am 26. Mdirz 1985 (Vienna, 1985),
154-58.

26. The work was scheduled for the 1954 Donaueschingen Festival but
shelved, apparently because it stretched the guitarist. Boulez then revised it
before the first performance several months later, on June 18, 1955 at the
ISCM PFestival in Baden-Baden, though the original version had already been
published. For an anecdote from that premiere, see Elliott Carter, ‘For Pierre
on his Sixtieth’, in ibid., 12-13.
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document in showing a composer of this time (or indeed any time)
observing his fellows.?” As he intimates, his views of his colleagues are
coloured by his own preoccupations: in particular his concern with
treating the comprehensibility of words as a variable. It was character-
istic of him that he could not be satisfied with Boulez’s and Berio’s deri-
vation of music from verbal sound and structure: there must be some
general principle that a single work would be enough to demonstrate
completely—some system a work could bring into being. Such a system
he found in the organization of degrees of comprehensibility, across a
range from the candour of speech to the total incomprehensibility of
wordless music. This would require electronic means. He needed ‘to
arrange everything separate into as smooth a continuum as possible,
and then to extricate the diversities from this continuum and compose
with them’,?® and he found the way to do that through attending, be-
tween 1954 and 1956, classes in phonetics and information theory given
at Bonn University by Werner Meyer-Eppler. Since, as he there discov-
ered, vowel sounds are distinguished, whoever is speaking, by charac-
teristic formants (emphasized bands of frequencies), it seemed it ought
to be possible to create synthetic vowels out of electronic sounds, so
that synthesized music could begin to function as language.?” Working
from the other end, the whole repertory of tape transformations was
available to alter spoken or sung material and so move it towards pure,
meaningless sound.

Thanks to these techniques Stockhausen was able to create in Ge-
sang der Jiinglinge a model union between music and language. The
synthesized electronic sounds are composed according to principles
analogous to those operating in vocal sounds, and the recorded voice,
that of a boy treble, is carried into the electronic stream by studio al-
teration and editing: superimpositions creating virtual choruses, rever-
berations to suggest great distance, scramblings of words and parts of
words, changes of speed and direction. Nothing on either side, there-
fore, is quite foreign to the other, and Stockhausen invites his audience
to attend to degrees of comprehensibility by using a text with which he
could expect them (the work was intended for projection in Cologne
cathedral) to be familiar: the German translation of the prayer sung in
the Apocrypha by three young Jews in Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace
(hence the title, ‘Song of the Youths’). Even so, the choice of this par-

27. Stockhausen, ‘Music and Speech’, Die Reihe, 6 (1960, English ed. 1964),
40-64.

28. Ibid.

29. See Stockhausen’s ‘Actualia’, Die Reihe, 1 (1955, English ed. 1958),
45-51, in which he adopts Boulez’s way—perhaps designed to convey the au-
thority of objectivity—of discussing a work without naming it; see also his
‘Music and Speech’.
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ticular prayer—rather than, say, the ‘Our Father’, which would have
been even more familiar—cannot have been uninfluenced by what
Stockhausen could have envisioned would be the imagery of the piece,
with the boy’s singing surrounded by flames of electronic articulation.

In using natural alongside synthetic sound, Stockhausen mediated
not only between speech and music but also between the musique
concrete of Paris and the ‘Elektronische Musik” of Cologne, opening
the middle ground for exploration. His example—in this as in so many
other things—was widely followed. Berio, for instance, transformed a
passage of recorded recitation from Joyce’s Ulysses to produce a stream
of comprehended and half-comprehended utterance in his tape piece
Thema—omaggio a Joyce (1958), though with a physical, sensuous han-
dling of the female voice that connects more with the vocal writing of
his concert works, such as Chamber Music, than with the ecstatic purity
of the treble in Gesang der Jiinglinge. Ligeti, too, was impressed by Stock-
hausen’s achievement, and in his Artikulation (1958) made a more am-
bivalent, half-comic essay in electronic sound mimicking language.

Equally influential was Stockhausen’s introduction of a spatial di-
mension into electronic music. Gesang der Jiinglinge was originally pre-
pared for five tape channels, later reduced to four, and its ebullience is
greatly enhanced by antiphonal effects. Stockhausen himself was to
apply in many later works the discoveries he had made here in the
treatment of language and of space, of which the latter was already
claiming his attention in Gruppen for three orchestras. But perhaps the
deepest lesson of Gesang der Jiinglinge was that music of all kinds,
whether naturally or electronically produced, is made of sounds rather
than notes, and that the first task of the composer is to listen. ‘More
than ever before’, Stockhausen wrote, ‘we have to listen, every day of
our lives. We draw conclusions by making tests on ourselves. Whether
they are valid for others only our music can show.”*°

Il canto sospeso, the third work Stockhausen considered in his essay
on music and speech, is a setting of fragments from the farewell letters
of condemned political prisoners—characteristically highly charged ma-
terial, which Nono projects in characteristically highly charged music
for soloists, chorus, and orchestra. There is certainly no Boulezian sus-
picion of ‘expressive relationships” here, though at the same time Nono
contrasts movements whose words can be understood (such as the
fifth, for tenor and orchestra) with others in which the sense is almost
wholly confounded by his serial mechanics. He adopts this latter course,
Stockhausen interestingly suggests, when the words are such as would
shame musical interpretation.

Example 22 shows the start of the second movement, which is
the usual example, since in this piece for unaccompanied chorus the

30. Ibid.
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Example 22 Luigi Nono: I/ canto sospeso

composer’s procedures are manifest.>! The movement is characteristic,
however, in that the meaning of the text—I die for a world that will
shine with such a strong light and with such beauty that my sacrifice is
nothing’—is obscured by having the four contrapuntal lines divided
across the eight-part chorus. The contrapuntal lines move in units of
quintuplet semiquavers, semiquavers, triplet quavers, and quavers, in
each case in units from the Fibonacci series, 1-2-3-5-8-13, which in
Stockhausen’s music of this period, too, was often used to define pro-
portions (Le Corbusier’s ‘modulor’ system may have been the common
source). All four lines are drawn into a single unfolding of pitches, sim-
ply repeating one of Nono’s favoured all-interval series in which the

31. For a very much more far-reaching analysis, see Kathryn Bailey,
““Work in Progress”: Analysing Nono’s I/ canto sospeso’, Music Analysis, 11 (1992),

279-334.
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intervals expand wedgewise: A—Bb—Ab—B—G—C-Fé-Ci—-F-D-E-Bb. There is
also a quite separate quasi-serial organization of dynamic levels. What
Boulez saw as a problem—the struggle between organization and in-
vention—becomes in Nono a dramatic emblem of his subject matter, as
if we were hearing not so much prisoners as a prison itself singing.

... how time passes . . .

‘Music consists of order-relationships in time.” So begins Stockhausen'’s
essay ‘. .. how time passes . . . " (1957), whose title perhaps punningly
speaks of bemusement at what had happened within the space of six
years, as well as of his recent and present concerns with tempo (on the
large scale), with the momentary fluctuations and vibrations of sound
(on the small scale), and with relationships across the divide. These
were the concerns of the fruitful phase that had followed Kontra-Punkte,
the concerns of Gesang der Jiinglinge, of the second set of Klavierstiicke
(V-X, though V was revised, VI and VII were replaced,?? and IX and X
were not finished until 1961), of Zeitmasze for five woodwind, and of
Gruppen.

Work on his electronic Studien had given Stockhausen a practical
demonstration of how pitch and duration—the two parameters whose
parallel ordering had been such a problem to total serialism—are as-
pects of a single phenomenon, that of vibration. A vibration of, say,
32 Hz will be perceived as a pitched note, whereas one of 4 Hz will be
heard as a regular rhythm, and somewhere in between the one will
merge into the other. So for different reasons—to do with acoustics
rather than mathematics—Stockhausen came to the same conclusion
that Babbitt had reached a little earlier, that some deep coherence had
to be sought between the principles applied to pitch and to rhythm in
forming a work. The scale of chromatic durations was inadequate, in
Stockhausen’s view, because it contradicted acoustical reality, being
an additive series and not a logarithmic one, such as lay behind the
chromatic scale of pitches; moreover, it led to absurdities and inconsis-
tencies, such as the tendency towards regular pulsation when many
lines are superimposed, or the undue weight of long durations.

To be troubled by these things was not, of course, new. Boulez in
Le Marteau sans maitre had developed his techniques of transformation
to the point where he could range from strongly pulsed music to plastic
counterpoint propelled by irregular beats or to completely ametrical

32. For remarks on the earlier versions of VI and VII, see Richard Toop’s
articles ‘On Writing about Stockhausen’, Contact, 20 (1979), 25-27, and ‘Stock-
hausen’s Other Piano Pieces’, Musical Times, 124 (1983), 348-52. For a presen-
tation of V and VII, see Karlheinz Stockhausen, ‘Clavier Music 1992’, Perspec-
tives of New Music, 31/2 (1993), 136-49. This item is particularly valuable as a
seemingly unedited transcript of the composer’s speech.
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movement: rhythmic variety, to which he had been led before by intu-
ition and a sense of history, could now be justified within the system.
Nono in I/ canto sospeso had broken up regularity simply by overlaying
streams in different units. Stockhausen himself, in Kontra-Punkte and
Klavierstiicke I-1V, had added equal divisions of the bar to chromatic
durations. But now he wanted to base his organization on the nature
of sound. To create a true confluence with the phenomenon of pitch,
he introduced a logarithmic scale of twelve tempos—a scale that could
be ‘transposed’ by altering the rhythmic unit: for example, a change
from crotchets to semibreves, and therefore a deceleration by a factor
of four, would be the equivalent of a downward shift of two octaves.
Within this system, the obverse of the one proposed earlier by Boulez,*?
arise of a perfect twelfth would have its analogue in a change of tempo
in the ratio 3:2 (the frequency ratio of a perfect fifth, if one discounts
the small discrepancies of temperament) coupled with a halving of the
rhythmic unit. So any pitch line could be turned into a duration-tempo
succession, a melody of rhythm, and one could also change the tim-
bre of the rhythm, as it were, by adding ‘partials’ in the form of other
duration-tempo successions going on at the same time, their number
limited only by the practicalities of performance. For instance, the first
group of Gruppen has a ‘fundamental’ represented by minims in the
violas, combined with ‘overtones’ of crotchets (cellos), triplet crotchets
(harp), quavers (wood drums), and so on up to the ‘tenth harmonic’
(flutes). In this way each group in the work is composed as the image
of a particular pitch in a particular octave with a particular timbre: as
Jonathan Harvey has shown, the whole rhythmic structure is the vast
amplification of a serial melodic thread.>*

This equivalence leads naturally to the work’s novel layout, for if
different ‘fundamentals” are to be heard at once—if the melody is to
branch or be harmonized or counterpointed—there must be some way
of maintaining different tempos simultaneously, and if each ‘funda-
mental’ is to have a rich spectrum of ‘overtones’, there must be a gen-
erous supply of instruments: hence Gruppen for three orchestras, each
separated from the others and having its own conductor. But having
derived the need for orchestral antiphony from his structural scheme,
Stockhausen was characteristically drawn to take advantage of the op-
portunities for spectacle, notably in the sonorous climax where a brass
chord is hurled from one orchestra to another across the auditorium.
Or perhaps one should regard structure and spectacle as simultaneous
imperatives: Stockhausen’s artistic success, and his prowess among his
peers, depended partly on this knack of discovering systems that would
unfold into impressive and unprecedented results. Gruppen also be-

33. Boulez, Stocktakings, 126-28.
34. Harvey, The Music of Stockhausen, 59-61; see also Gottfried Michael
Koenig: ‘“Commentary’, Die Reihe, 8 (1962, English ed. 1968), 80-98.
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longed securely in his history as an exploration—despite its scale—of
relatively small, highly variegated ensembles: this had been his prefer-
ence in his Drei Lieder (at least to judge from the published revision),
Formel, Spiel, and Punkte, and it seems to have been stimulated by a
wish he shared with his colleagues, a wish to avoid the traditional string-
based orchestra, to use different colours as freely as different notes, and
to bring forward the percussion. Each orchestra of Gruppen is accord-
ingly made up of three dozen players, about half of whom are strings,
the rest being constituted equally of woodwind, brass, and percussion,
both pitched and unpitched. The articulation of a new kind of rhythmic
structure becomes—has to become, in obedience to that structure—a
virtuoso exercise in orchestral sound.

As with Kontra-Punkte, the new work’s innovatory exuberance
powerfully impressed Stockhausen’s contemporaries. Nono and Berio
both wrote pieces for orchestras in groups: the former’s Composizione per
orchestra No. 2: Diario polacco of 1958 and the latter’s Allelujah IT of 1956—
57. So, in his Doubles (1957-58), did Boulez, who was one of the con-
ductors at the first performance of Gruppen (Cologne, March 24, 1958),
when the piece brought together three leading composers of the new
wave to lead the performance (Maderna was the third)—with another,
Ligeti, in the audience—of what could be seen as not only a new as-
sault on space and time but also a symbol of fraternal cooperation.

Statistics

Hardly less influential than Gruppen on the orchestral sound of the
later 1950s was the music of Xenakis, whose promptings came not
from acoustics but from architecture (of which he had practical experi-
ence at this time, working in Le Corbusier’s studio) and mathematics.
After arriving in Paris from Athens in 1947, he had some lessons in
composition—in Messiaen’s class, and as a protégé of Hermann Scher-
chen, who conducted several of his early performances—but he was
always an independent, and not least in his rejection of his contempo-
raries’ methods of working. His article ‘La Crise de la musique sérielle’,*”
is a remarkable document for its time in denouncing directions that, at
the moment of Le Marteau sans maitre and Gruppen, were commanding
widespread enthusiasm. ‘Linear polyphony’, Xenakis wrote, with im-
plicit reference to such works as Boulez’s Structures, ‘destroys itself by
its very complexity; what one hears is in reality nothing but a mass of
notes in various registers.’

Of course, this was precisely what had attracted Stockhausen to
the ‘star music’ of the Mode de valeurs: Xenakis’s criticism was only a
statement of how the recent music of his contemporaries departed

35. Iannis Xenakis, ‘La Crise de la musique sérielle’, Gravesaner Blitter, 1
(1955), 21f.
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from traditional linear consequence, and its object was not so much
the music itself as the justification of that music in terms of serial order
and grammar. For him, though, the conclusion had to be that another
theoretical base was needed. If the effect was to be ‘nothing but a mass
of notes’, the means to produce that effect should be sought in the
branch of mathematics that had been developed to deal with such sta-
tistical phenomena: in ‘the notion of probability, which implies in this
particular case, combinatory calculus’. He therefore turned to the laws
of stochastics, which describe phenomena that can be defined only in
the large (Xenakis gives as examples ‘the collision of hail or rain on
hard surfaces, or the song of cicadas in a summer field?¢), and so de-
rived ‘stochastic music’. By interpreting curved planes—his architec-
tural speciality—as massive overlays of glissandos, as if the strings of an
orchestra were playing a blueprint, each instrument drawing its own
line, he had introduced a new and widely imitated texture in his first
published piece, Metastaseis (1953-54). His second, Pithoprakta (1955-
56), initiated stochastic music with highly differentiated textures cal-
culated according to laws of probability.

Stockhausen was interested in those laws too, and again the start-
ing point was his work with Meyer-Eppler on the nature of sound.
One could, he had learned, define the formant spectrum of a complex
sound—such as an unpitched percussion stroke, of the kind he had
been using keenly since Spie/l—without being able to know just which
frequencies would be present at any particular instant. Gruppen sug-
gests how he may have wanted to express this by having some frequen-
cies (in their rhythmic embodiments) present throughout, while others
make only a fleeting contribution. In the case of this work the image is
fixed, as indeed it is in Pithoprakta, so that the score is in the nature of
a still picture of something potentially in motion: to realize the motion—
to create a score open to macroscopic rhythmic uncertainty—would
be hazardous in works for large forces. But it would be possible with
soloists or small groupings, and it was this ideal of a constrained mo-
bility that Stockhausen went after in his second set of piano pieces and
in Zeitmasze.

Writing these compositions after a period of intensive work in the
electronic studio on his Studien, he was determined also to take advan-
tage of musical possibilities peculiar to live performance, among which
rhythmic freedom coincided with the tendency in his theoretical think-
ing. It was perhaps only after the fact that he had been able, in the case
of the first group of piano pieces, to delight in performers’ rhythmic
imprecision. In Zeitmasze and the new piano pieces such imprecision is
made part of the structure, in that tempos (and in Zeitmasze the relative
tempos of the five players) are here dependent less on notational pre-

36. lannis Xenakis, Formalized Music: Thought and Mathematics in Composi-
tion (Bloomington, 1971; Stuyvesant, N.Y., 1992), 9.
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Example 23 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Zeitmasze

scription than on limitations of technique and feasibility. Zeitmasze be-
comes an elastic play of five time-strands, each of which mixes passages
in strict tempo with others whose speeds are determined by, for ex-
ample, the musicians’ capacities to play as fast as possible, or as slowly as
possible within one breath (hence the need for this to be a wind piece:
aim and medium mesh in a manner characteristic of Stockhausen).
Each of the piano pieces in the V-X set similarly combines fixed
rhythms with elements whose rhythmic characters will depend on
the player’s dexterity; each also brings together determined pitch struc-
tures with others that contradict these, or that contribute only a gener-
alized effect: Stockhausen had been impressed by David Tudor’s ex-
tension of piano technique in performing Cage, during the European
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tour the two U.S. musicians made in 1954, and he dedicated the set to
Tudor. The massive clusters and cluster-glissandos of Klavierstiick X are
among the most striking of the statistical phenomena, or super-groups,
where the character of the whole matters much more than the detailed
contents. But this piece is unusual only in its flamboyance: its compan-
ions also uncover new techniques and sonorities, or formalize what
had come out of Tudor’s Cage. Klavierstiick VII, for instance, beautifully
exploits the resonance effects obtained when strings are freed by silent
depression of the keys.

Notwithstanding the piano pieces’ qualities of sound and shapeli-
ness, Zeitmasze is Stockhausen’s most ambitious work in integrating
metronomic definition with free tempo, and fixed metre with scatter-
ings of notes. At the same time, like some of the piano pieces, it mixes
points and groups in what the composer—again wanting to present
musical decisions as instituting new modes of practice—called ‘collec-
tive form’.?” Example 23 gives some indication of this, and also of the
work’s counterpointing of time layers, as well as its profusion of cross-
references in matters of interval and contour (compare, for example,
the cor anglais and clarinet lines). Clearly such music poses great prob-
lems of coordination; at the same time it liberates the bounding energy
of the ideas. No work better displays the self-confidence felt by Stock-
hausen and his colleagues at this point, nor the exhilaration they expe-
rienced in pursuing and capturing new possibilities in sound.

37. Stockhausen, Texte, i, 235.



1956

Nikita Khrushchev’s repudiation of Stalin’s ‘cult of personal-
ity’, in February 1956, signalled a change of mood in the
Soviet leadership. The previous month, RCA released the first
record they had made with a new singing star: Elvis Presley
(1935-77). Both events were to have long and significant
repercussions in the world of composition.

The ‘Khrushchev thaw’ was sometimes misconstrued, as
by the Hungarian government, with cruel effect in October—
November 1956. Yet it could also sometimes permit an
opening to new music from Western Europe and the United
States. Just two weeks before Warsaw Pact tanks rolled into
Budapest, the city of Warsaw had witnessed a contemporary
music festival. There was no repetition the next year, but
from 1958 this ‘Warsaw Autumn’ became a regular event,
with guests that year including Nono and Stockhausen.

Russian musicians had a direct link to the source in Philipp
Herschkowitz (1906-89), who had studied with Webern in
the 1930s and was now sought out by many aspiring compos-
ers. Among them, Andrey Volkonsky (1933-2008) composed
in 1956 what may have been the first twelve-note composi-
tion by a young Russian, his Musica stricta for piano—though
the thaw was less noticeable in Moscow than in Warsaw, and
such ventures had to remain underground until the 1960s.

105
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Progressive composition was spreading not only more
widely but also more deeply as the Presley generation came
of age—a generation that also included Harrison Birtwistle,
Peter Maxwell Davies, Alfred Schnittke, Arvo Part, and
Helmut Lachenmann, all born within a few months of Elvis.

There were some ironies in this synchronicity. Young
composers in the first decade after 1945 had believed them-
selves to be building a new music, as indeed they were. Now
a new music of a different sort was arriving, and sweeping
the world. It had, moreover, very little in common with the
tradition Presley’s aforementioned contemporaries found
themselves in. Where modern jazz still had something to say
to Babbitt, Barraqué, Boulez, and Stockhausen, there was
no communication with rock 'n’ roll. Many of its principal
features, not least the heavy regular beat that most defined it,
were anathema to these avant-garde masters, to their col-
leagues, and to the ever growing new generation of compos-
ers. That would change, of course, but not immediately.
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Mobile Form
1956—61

Cage

Hitherto Cage’s impact on European music had come in short, though
perhaps decisive, shocks: in 1949, when he made his music and his
thinking known to Boulez and Messiaen in Paris, and in 1954, when
he and Tudor gave performances in several European cities, and when
Stockhausen met them. By the mid-1950s, however, many of the most
prospering musical developments in Europe—Stockhausen’s concern
with statistical events, Boulez’s pursuit of open form, extensions of
instrumental and vocal technique by Berio and Mauricio Kagel (1931-
2008), almost everyone’s effort at electronic music and so at ways of
composing untempered sounds—were making Cage seem far more rel-
evant than could have been the case earlier. In 1957 Maderna dis-
cussed Cage’s work at Darmstadt, and an issue of Die Reike included,
between Stockhausen’s ‘. .. how time passes . .. " and an elucidation
by Pousseur of the current state of his technique, a short piece in which
Cage described the compositional process required to create his Music
for Piano 21-52 (1955) by means of chance operations!—this in what
had been the journal of total organization. Change was in the air, and
the next year Cage and Tudor were themselves at Darmstadt.

1. John Cage, ‘To Describe the Process of Composition used in “Music for
Piano 21-52"", Die Reihe, 3 (1957, Eng. ed. 1959), 41-43.
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Shortly before, on May 15, 1958, they had taken part in an all-
Cage concert mounted at Town Hall, New York, to celebrate the silver
jubilee of the composer’s first published works. Written to provide the
evening with a climax, Concert for Piano and Orchestra (1957-58) was
exuberantly indeterminate, created by a composer who avowed, in his
programme note, that his ‘intention [sic] in this piece was to hold to-
gether extreme disparities, much as one finds them held together in
the natural world, as, for instance, in a forest or on a city street’? Ac-
cordingly, the work is an encyclopedia of notational possibilities, laid
out in parts for piano and thirteen other instruments, any or all of
which may be used in performance, together with other material
(pieces from the Music for Piano series could also be overlapped at will).
‘I regard this work’, his note concludes, ‘as one “in progress,” which I
intend [again] never to consider as in a final state, although I find each
performance definitive’. This Joyceian notion of the constantly con-
tinuing work had been part of ‘The Ten Thousand Things’,?> and sug-
gests that after 4’ 33” Cage had to consider his compositions as end-
lessly mutable, though it was only at this point in his career, after the
Concert, that the emphasis in his music shifted from the solo piece to the
unsynchronized ensemble.

At the same time there was a shift from relatively conventional
notation to new forms requiring a contribution from the performer.
Example 24, from the solo part of the Concert, provides an instance. The
player has to draw perpendiculars from either the upper or the lower
horizontal line to the slanting lines. Measurements from the base line
to the points of intersection with the wavy lines are then used to deter-
mine values for the four musical parameters (pitch, duration, dynamic,
attack) according to scales the player also determines. The numbers
show by their differences the time available for sounds derived from
references to each of the slanting lines: 1.5 seconds in the case of the
first, for example.

Stockhausen and Boulez

By now it was clear that the interests of Stockhausen and Boulez were
differently based, even though the Darmstadt comradeship continued
until 1965,* the last year Boulez was present. Stockhausen was driven
on by what he could learn about the nature of sound, whereas Boulez’s
essays of the mid-1950s speak of aesthetic issues and models from lit-
erature. Both their closenesses and their differences are revealed in the

2. Richard Kostelanetz, ed., John Cage (New York, 1970, 1991; London,
1971), 130.

3. See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence (Cambridge
and New York, 1993), 143.

4. See Dominique Jameux, Pierre Boulez (London, 1991), 117.
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%
Example 24 John Cage, Concert for Piano and Orchestra

extraordinary conjunction of Stockhausen’s Klavierstiick XI (1956) with
Boulez’s Third Piano Sonata (1955-57), the two first classics of open
form in European music.

Stockhausen’s piece presents the player with nineteen groups dis-
posed on a single large sheet of paper. According to the instructions,
the performer ‘begins with whichever group he sees first’, ‘casts an-
other random glance to find another of the groups’, and continues in
the same manner until a group has been reached for the third time.
There is thus no guarantee that all the groups will be played, and simi-
larly their order is entirely free, though Stockhausen makes some effort
at linkage into what he may have seen as a Markov chain, ‘a sequence
of mutually dependent symbols’,” since at the end of each group he
gives a ‘registration’ of what tempo, dynamic level, and mode of touch
must be used for the next, whichever that may be. Whether or not this
is a borrowing from information theory, Stockhausen characteristically
identifies his work as something new in musical history, having noth-
ing to do with earlier examples of mobile form in the music—say, of
Cage, Brown (whose Twenty-Five Pages of 1953 may be combined suc-
cessively or simultaneously in any way and played on any number of
pianos up to twenty-five), or Henry Cowell (whose ‘Mosaic’ Quartet
dates from 1934), everything to do with research into sound. ‘Klavier-
stiick XI’, he said, ‘is nothing but a sound in which certain partials,
components, are behaving statistically. . .. As soon as I compose a

5. For a different approach to Markovian music see Iannis Xenakis, For-
malized Music: Thought and Mathematics in Composition (Bloomington, 1971; Stuy-
vesant, N.Y., 1992), 43-109.
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noise . . . then the wave structure of this sound is aleatoric. If I make a
whole piece similar to the ways in which this sound is organized, then
naturally the individual components of this piece could also be ex-
changed, permutated, without changing its basic quality.”®

Perhaps for the first time in their relationship, Boulez was mis-
trustful of one of Stockhausen’s new departures, finding in it ‘a new
sort of automatism, one which, for all its apparent opening the gates
to freedom, has only really let in an element of risk that seems to me
absolutely inimical to the integrity of the work’.” That word ‘automa-
tism’, conjuring up the stalemate of Structures Ia and the disappoint-
ments of Cage, suggests how deeply Boulez was worried. Leaving any
aspect to chance produced exactly the same effect as being forced by
some scheme: the composer’s presumed liberty of action was compro-
mised. This Boulez would not countenance, and yet there seemed no
way to justify the composer’s freedom other than by recourse to the
mystique of the individual imagination, which again was not very sat-
isfactory. Boulez’s technique was presenting him with multiple possi-
bilities, but no grounds for choice. However, by a far-reaching develop-
ment of the open forms of Cage and Stockhausen, it might be possible
to defer choice to the point of performance: to present the work with
its alternatives intact, and to ask the performer or performers to choose
from among them.

In a crucial article on aleatory composition,® Boulez proposes that
chance can be ‘absorbed’ in musical structures dependent on a degree
of flexibility, perhaps in tempo: there were already examples of such
structures in his own music (Structures Ib, Le Marteau sans maitre) and in
Stockhausen’s (Zeitmasze, Klavierstiicke V-X). Chance could also be ac-
commodated, he ventures, in mobile forms, and that possibility he ex-
plored most deeply in his Third Piano Sonata, which could even have
been intended as a creative criticism of Stockhausen’s Klavierstiick XI.
The performer is now asked not to give a ‘random glance’ but rather
to prepare a way through the options provided, and the work is—or
rather was planned to be, since only two of its five ‘formants’ have
been published®—a compendium of opportunities for alternative route,
ossia, and ad libitum.

Boulez’s return to the term ‘formant’ is a reminder that his thoughts
on open form go back to before Klavierstiick XI—to his 1954 report ‘Cur-
rent Investigations’,'° and perhaps even to the Polyphonie enterprise—

6. Jonathan Cott, Stockhausen: Conversations with the Composer (London,
1974), 70.

7. Antoine Goléa, Rencontres avec Pierre Boulez (Paris, 1958), 229.

8. Pierre Boulez, ‘Alea’, Stocktakings from an Apprentice (Oxford and New
York, 1991), 26-38.

9. A fragment from another, Antiphonie, was published as Sigle in 1968 in
a Universal Edition piano compendium.

10. Boulez, Stocktakings, 15-19; see above, p. XX.
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and that he too, in this respect at least, was open to ideas presenting
themselves in the nature of sound. He has also suggested that there
might be ‘développants’—other movements ‘complete in themselves
but structurally connected with the original formants’.!! However, the
essentially literary nature of his approach is revealed by the layouts of
the two printed formants, Trope and Constellation-Miroir. The former is a
ring-bound sheaf of four items to be played in various possible orders—
a ‘Texte’ that is the subject of a ‘Parenthése’, ‘Commentaire’ and ‘Glose’,
while Constellation-Miroir (‘mirror’ because what we have is, for rea-
sons undisclosed, the retrograde of a notional Constellation) sprinkles
fragments over several large pages, and so recalls the appearance of
Mallarmé’s Un Coup de des, which Boulez had planned to set in 1950.!2
At that time, instead of Un Coup de des, he had written Structures Ia: now
Constellation-Miroir would take up Mallarmé’s invitation towards a music
of immanent variability in a different way, and find a route, in its teem-
ing variety of routes, to defy compulsion.

The structural link between the formants is at the level of the basic
series, which in Trope is considered as a succession of four units sug-
gesting cyclical concatenations of serial forms (see example 25a)!*> and
also serving as the germ of the formant’s circular mobility. Two of the
serial units together, b and d, make up a transposition of a down a
minor third; the foreign group ¢, a symmetrical pairing of minor thirds,
is a ‘trope’ which both imitates and interrupts the larger symmetry. The
formant is a vast magnification of this material, not only in its cyclical
permutability but also in its inclusion of commentaries that are inter-
polated into the skeleton structure or else superimposed upon it. Not
only are three of the large sections commentaries on the root ‘Texte’,
but they contain within themselves parentheses and glosses that are
sometimes obligatory, sometimes optional: example 25b, from the open-
ing of ‘Parenthese’, shows one of the latter inserted into a straight-
forward serial chain, which is that of example 25a.

The music’s movement by allusion is a characteristic that goes back
to the Sonatina of a decade before, and beyond that to the late Debussy
that Boulez had invoked as a model in his 1954 essay ‘ . .. Near and
Far’.'* For example, one may notice the accelerando run of ¢ units
within the brackets referring to the preceding ¢ group marked ‘un peu
précipité’, or the parenthetic 4 groups similarly relating to the corre-
sponding group in the main text, or the registral fixing of the A-G
minor seventh. What is unusual here—though repeated later in Domaines

11. Pierre Boulez, ‘“Sonate, que me veux-tu?”’, Orientations (London, 1986),
143-54.

12. Nattiez, ed., The Boulez-Cage Correspondence, 80.

13. See Pierre Boulez, Boulez on Music Today (London, 1971), 73-74, and
Iwanka Stolanowa, ‘La Troisieme sonate de Boulez et le projet mallarméen du
Livre’, Musique en jeu, 16 (1974), 9-28.

14. Boulez, Stocktakings, 141-57.
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for clarinet and ensembles (1961-68)—is the clear demarcation be-
tween a strict framework of serial unfolding and its vast possibilities
of extension: that demarcation is even emphasized by the move out
to another world of tempo, rhythmic variety, and density, and then by
the return, through what may be sensed as a correction when the
obligatory music repeats an E-F fall just heard in the free material. But
if the formant is, in this regard, doctrinaire, that may have been in its
purpose as a teaching instrument and example. It is the Structures Ia of
aleatory form, and Constellation-Miroir the Ib.

This other piece, planned as the central sun around which the four
smaller formants revolve (in that their placings were to have been vari-
able), is considerably more ambiguous about the strategies by which
simple material (‘points’: sequences made up essentially of single notes)
is related to more complex (‘blocs’: massive chords and arpeggios).
There is a brief mixture of the two types at the start, followed by three
sections of ‘points” alternated with two of ‘blocs’, and this large form is
fixed. But within each section Boulez provides numerous possible
ways of linking the fragments, so that the player ‘must pick his way
through a close network of paths” as he confronts what the composer
has likened to a map of an unknown town.!> More subtly and ambigu-
ously than in Trope, unforeseen connections infiltrate the paths, and
give any performance of the formant some sense that it is indeed the
traverse of a maze, though hardly less important to the musical effect
is the fluidity of movement (a controlled rubato is generally demanded)
or the wide variety of sounds obtained by means of scrupulously marked
pedallings and resonance effects. There were intimations of these in
example 25b, where, for example, the depression of the sustaining pedal
near the start of the bracketed material, just after the fortissimo arpeggio
has been played, captures the echo from the strings. But Constellation-
Miroir has many more, so that the visual distinction of the printed music,
which uses red ink for ‘blocs” and green for ‘points’, is matched by its
sonorous appeal.

Boulez and Berio

Apparently it was only after completing the first version of his Third
Sonata that Boulez came to know of Mallarmé’s dream of a Book that
would be endlessly mutable, a Book whose segments could be chosen
and ordered at will for public readings. Learning of this could only
have intensified his feelings of proximity to a poet who had overturned
existing grammar and trodden a similar path to his own between chance
and necessity, and almost inevitably a large-scale Mallarmé setting was
his next major project—not a return to Un Coup de dés but an assembly
of poems into a new book: PIi selon pli for soprano and orchestra, of

15. Boulez, ““Sonate, que me veux-tu?”’, 151.
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which he assembled a first version between 1957 and 1962. The Third
Sonata is related to this work rather as the first book of Structures is
related to Le Marteau sans maitre, in that both later compositions give
voice to poetic implications and discoveries that had already arrived in
purely musical form. In principle, P/i selon pli is considerably less open
in structure—partly for the practical reason that the sonata’s multitude
of options could not be imitated in a work for large forces without loss
of the control Boulez was zealous to maintain. However, the work’s
revisions, continuing into the 1980s, kept it alive to change, even while
gradually rescinding the original formal liberties.

The five movements, if all are to be played, must be given in a pre-
scribed, symmetrical order, beginning and ending with pieces for large
ensemble in which the voice is present only momentarily (Don and
Tombeau), and reaching inwards to a song for soprano and nine-piece
percussion ensemble (Improvisation sur Mallarmé II). Revisions of the
other two movements, the first and third Improvisations, increased their
scale to enhance this palindrome, and at the same time deprived Impro-
visation III of its status as the work’s one great area of unpredictability,
withdrawing the performers’ freedom to choose and order material.
The work’s elasticity thus became much more a matter of variable tem-
pos, and of the superimposition of orchestral streams flowing at differ-
ent rates, as in Gruppen, though requiring only one conductor. (And
requiring, one might almost add, the composer himself to be that con-
ductor, since most of his works since the late 1950s, when he began to
give concerts regularly, have needed his own kinds of precisions and
virtuosities: perfect ensemble playing, exact rhythm, and the ability to
respond quickly to alternatives.)

For the outermost movements Boulez chose one of Mallarmé’s
earliest published poems (‘Don du po¢me’) and one of his last (“Tom-
beau’, his homage to Verlaine). These movements therefore represent
the birth and death of a poet, and stand too for the birth and death
inherent in art: the birth of the creative impulse, and its death to the
artist once it has been expressed. ‘Don du poeme’ is further the cele-
bration of a literary birth, in that it looks forward in metre and imag-
ery to the poet’s ‘Hérodiade’, and Boulez’s Don similarly looks forward
to the remainder of Pli selon pli. There is a dedicatory setting of the
opening line of the poem, and then the text disappears (becomes ‘cen-
tral and absent’, to recall Boulez’s terminology); the music goes into
the state of nascence that the silent words are at once describing and
illustrating—a state, as musically interpreted, of suspended chords,
through which prefigurings of the four movements to come are drawn
forward in reverse order and lost. In Tombeau, completing the symme-
try, the singer emerges at the end with the final line of the text, and the
piece is extinguished by a sforzato chord that recalls the opening crack
of Don. The end is as the beginning; a window is opened and shut.
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The Improvisations sur Mallarmé—improvisations only for himself
as composer and, in their fluidity of tempo, as conductor—allow the
poem to be present as well as central (though this was not entirely the
case in the early versions of the third), and so there can be a little less
doubt about how the music relates to the words.'® As in Le Marteau sans
maitre, the relation takes place simultaneously on different levels of
imagery and structure, the former represented by, for example, the
ornate vocal melisma for the undulating lace curtain of ‘Une Dentelle
s’abolit” in Improvisation II, or the use of registral fixing now to give a
stationary effect for reasons traceable to the text, or the choice of a
scintillating, resonant instrumentation to correspond with metaphors
of coldness, transparency, whiteness, and reflection. Meanwhile, per-
haps a little naively, Boulez reacts to verbal structures with changes
from melismatic to syllabic singing at formal junctures (all of the poems
except ‘Don du poeme’ are sonnets), or by deploying different compo-
sitional principles for masculine and feminine endings, or by musical
eightnesses for the eight syllables of the lines.

Lessons from Pli selon pli—lessons concerned with the musical
matching of verbal sound and sense, with the exploration of station-
ary harmonic fields, and with the notion of the work as a collection of
fascicles—were absorbed and developed by Berio in an important
group of pieces composed during the same period. Also crucial, to him
and to others, was a lesson dramatized in Le Marteau sans maitre: the
rediscovery, following the fragmentation of the heyday of total serial-
ism, that an instrument (specifically the flute) could command the
rhetoric of a voice. (Nono alone had no need to learn this lesson, since
instrumental vocality and drama had been manifest in his music all
through—not least in his flute concerto Y su sangre.) The flautist Sev-
erino Gazzelloni, a regular performer in Le Marteau, was one of the first
star soloists of the European new-music circuit, and responsible for the
prominence of the flute in the music of that world; for him Berio wrote
two chamber concertos, Serenata I (1957) and Tempi concertati (1958-
59), as well as Sequenza I (1958), the first of a continuing series of vir-
tuoso solos concerned with dramatizing performance.

Tempi concertati is a drama too. The ‘concerted tempos’, and the
disposition of the orchestra into four groups, suggest another look at
Gruppen, albeit on a smaller scale than in Allelujah II (where again the
flute had a determining role), but Tempi concertati proceeds in quite a
different fashion (and in quite a different fashion from Serenata I) as an
interplay between solos and choruses, an interplay of declamation and
revolt, suggestion and response, song and silence, in which the flute

16. For Boulez’s own explanations, see his ‘Constructing an Improvisa-
tion’, Orientations, 155-73, and also Conversations with Célestin Deliege (London,
1977), 94-95.
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has to hold its primacy against solo activities from members of the
groups, especially the violin and the two pianos. Together with the
contemporary works of Kagel (different anyway in their concerns with
debasement and criticism rather than brilliance and play), the piece
stands at the head of a modern tradition of instrumental theatre.

After these three flute-centred works, Berio returned to the voice
of his wife Cathy Berberian (1925-83), who was another of the small
group of performers devoted to new music in the 1950s (a short list
would have to include also the names of David Tudor and Yvonne Lo-
riod), and the singer on whose voice he had already created Chamber
Music and Thema. In his next work for her, Circles with harpist and two
percussionists (1960), he turned from Joyce to cummings, and set
three poems, two of them twice, to make a palindrome ABCB’A’. Since
the poems are, in the order A-C, of increasingly dislocated syntax, one
circle of the work is from words as information to words as sound and
back again, and that circle is repeated in different aspects of the musical
design. For example, both settings of the first two poems use conven-
tional rhythmic notation, whereas C is in the proportional notation
that Cage had introduced (Berio had already used this in Sequenza I and
Tempi concertati), and A and A’ feature the harp (in the latter case with
mostly pitched percussion), whereas C is altogether noisier. Example
26, a passage from this central section, shows its typical qualities as
well as the work’s more general response, in instrumental as much as
vocal writing, to the phonemes and meaning of the text: particular
instances include the white noise of hi-hat and suspended cymbal con-
necting with the sibilants in the voice, or the drumrolls that unasham-
edly answer the text, or, still more obviously, the outburst at the word
‘collide’.

The percussion notation in this passage, and elsewhere, owes some-
thing to Stockhausen’s recent solo piece Zyklus (1959), with which the
work also shares a combination of circular with directed form, though
where Stockhausen had taken up Boulez’s idea of ring-binding to cre-
ate his cyclical composition, Circles has a fixed starting point: the circling
is left implicit in the palindrome, a palindrome being a circle opened
and stretched out. As for the directedness, that comes in the treatment
of the voice. The ornamented lyricism of the first setting is progres-
sively stripped away as the work proceeds towards its centre, with a
change to syllabic singing in B and the introduction of speech and
rounded Italian kinds of sprechgesang in C (see example 26, where the
rectangular note heads indicate approximate pitch and the open ones
speech). But then, instead of recovering its embellishments, the voice
is drawn more and more into the musical ambits of the instruments in
B’and A’, and this integration is demonstrated on the concert platform by
having the soloist move to positions nearer the ensemble. (The mobile
performer was as much a phenomenon of the period as instrumental
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theatre, and a phenomenon that was to reach its apogee in the actor-
musicians on stage in Stockhausen’s Licht.)

Berio’s use of different vocal styles to articulate a form—a tech-
nique dependent on Berberian, whose mimic agility Cage had exploited
in his Aria (1958)—is on show in three works completed soon after
Circles: Epifanie for voice and orchestra (1959-61), the theatre piece
Passaggio (1961-62) and Folk Songs for voice and septet (1964). These
works also display Berio’s range, from provocation to charm. Folk Songs
is a garland of numbers from around the world, delightfully done (Be-
rio’s involvement with folk music was to go much deeper in such later
works as Coro and Voci); Passaggio is ostensibly an attack on bourgeois
society, an attack in the form of a mirror. The unnamed protagonist,
She, moves among different stations, as in Circles, each station being
associated with a different musical-dramatic aura: she is prisoner, pros-
titute, performer, and the audience discovers that their expectations of
the theatre singer—expectations focussed during this period on such
women as Judy Garland, Edith Piaf, and Maria Callas—are what the
piece is about. Choruses of singers and speakers, the latter placed
among the audience, identify and exaggerate modes of response (the
work was evidently designed to instigate and to accommodate uproar),
but though this might suggest an alignment with Nono’s political art
(recently brought to a larger public through the performance of his
opera Intolleranza), Berio, as always, is more concerned with means
of communication than with messages. Passaggio is a play of different
soprano-esque ideals (heroine, victim), of different relationships be-
tween words and music, of different avenues of response from the
audience.

In that respect it is, as David Osmond-Smith suggested, an ‘open
work’ of the sort defined by the composer’s longstanding friend and
collaborator Umberto Eco, an example of works that ‘although physi-
cally completed, are nevertheless “open” to a continuous germination of
internal relations that the spectator must discover and select in the act of
perceiving the totality of stimuli’.!” This is the kind of indeterminacy—
an indeterminacy of meaning, brought about by a use of languages
(verbal and musical) of high ambiguity, by an avoidance of finality in
any statement, and by rich networks of cross-reference operating both
within the work and across to other works of the composer’s own or by
other composers (hence Berio’s endless fascination with arrangement
and recomposition)—that Berio preferred to a Cageian indeterminacy
of sound or a Boulezian indeterminacy of form. His interest was not so
much in a new language as in all languages, old and new, and he was
therefore disinclined—disinclined too, perhaps, by temperament—to
resist echoes of tonality. The thirteen-note series of his orchestral piece

17. Quoted in Osmond-Smith’s notes in the programme book for the Berio
festival held in London in January 1990.
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Nones (1954), for example, had emphasized major and minor thirds,
through which he achieved a suaver harmonic texture than most of his
colleagues would have countenanced, though he avoided Henze’s path
towards a restoration of tonal kinds of form and behaviour. This is a
sophisticated world in which tonal harmonies can be found among
many others, and favoured not so much out of nostalgia as for their
ease and sensuousness of sound. There seems to be a similar amena-
bility in the material when Berio worked with electronic resources, as
in Perspectives (1956) and Momenti (1957).

Another of his electronic pieces, Visage (1961), is again based on
Berberian’s voice. Following the example of Gesang der Jiinglinge (but
not of his own Thema, which had used only vocal sounds), Berio here
presents a mélange of the vocal and the purely electronic, with the dif-
ference that the voice by no means resists interpretation as a character.
She is heard in a natural recording almost throughout, but only at two
points does she stumble towards verbal expression, towards verbal ex-
pression at an emblematically elementary level (of all words she retains
only ‘words’ itself, in Italian ‘parole’). For the rest she laughs, moans,
sighs, cries, and gabbles in nonsense language, creating a fluid stream
of musical-dramatic suggestions on a private and intimate level to con-
trast with the public agony of Passaggio. Both Visage and Thema were
composed at the RAI electronic studio in Milan, where Berio and Ma-
derna were directors, and where guest composers included Cage in the
winter of 1958-59 and Nono in the 1960s. Another work Berio pre-
pared there was Différences for quintet and tape (1959), concerned with
borderlands not between vocal sense and senselessness but between
live instrumental playing and the widened possibilities of the same en-
semble subjected to electronic processing. Again the piece is an open
work in Eco’s sense, though Berio did also achieve one example of the
Boulezian open form in Epifanie.

This was a collection of seven orchestral pieces, which could be
played separately as Quaderni (‘exercise books’), and five vocal items to
texts by various European writers set in their original languages, all
twelve sections to be performed in one of several possible sequences.
But where for Boulez, in the Third Sonata, mobile form was an accep-
tance that order had ceased to matter, in Epifanie order mattered very
much. ‘The chosen order’, Berio noted, ‘will emphasize the apparent
heterogeneity of the texts or their dialectical unity’, and in his record-
ing he preferred the latter, creating ‘a gradual passage from a lyric
transfiguration of reality (Proust, Machado, Joyce) to a disenchanted
acknowledgement of things (Simon)’!® and so to Brecht’s warning that
words should not be allowed to seduce us from deeds. However—and
this is why the past tense has been necessary here—his definitive re-
vision of the score, to create Epiphanies in 1991-92, set the music in a

18. Note with RCA SB 6850.
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fixed succession. There is a striking parallel with Boulez’s revision of
Improvisation sur Mallarmé III to remove variability, and indeed with a
general disenchantment with mobile form after the mid-1960s.

But in the late 1950s and early 1960s this was still a hot topic.
Alongside the Third Sonata and P/i selon pli, two other works were
occupying Boulez’s attention then: the orchestral piece Figures-Doubles-
Prismes, which was mobile only in the sense that most of its rare per-
formances found it revised and extended, and the second book of Struc-
tures for two pianos, which is inherently an open form, begun in 1956,
the year after the sonata. It may be that Boulez saw these two major
keyboard projects, embarked upon as his period with Barrault’s com-
pany was coming to an end, as material for recitals, and that their long
(in the case of the sonata, indefinite) deferral came about because his
performing medium changed during the late 1950s from the piano to
the orchestra. He gave the first performance of the sonata at Darmstadt
in 1957 (apparently all five formants were represented), and the same
year played Structures (including some of the second book) with Yvonne
Loriod in London and Germany. The new book of Structures was fin-
ished in 1961—or perhaps abandoned then, since several years passed
before it was published, and its flexible plan could accommodate other
‘chapters’ besides the two provided. Since this book is based on the
second division of Messiaen’s pitch mode for the Mode de valeurs, there
remains the possibility of a third book based on the last division.

Boulez’s use of the term ‘chapters’ is another sign of the literary
bent of his thinking in the later 1950s; he has also described the second
book of Structures as ‘a fantastic succession, in which the “stories” have
no rigid relationship, no fixed order’,!” and Robert Piencikowski has
suggested the influence of the nouveau roman, especially of the work
of Michel Butor, himself influenced by new music and especially by
Boulez.?? In the first chapter mobility remains implicit—implicit in
the ‘fantastic succession’ of fragments, some of which are in strict time
and require the exact coordination of the players, others being solo
breaks loosened by the flurries of grace notes that permanently entered
Boulez’s music in this work and the Improvisations sur Mallarmé. Usually
these solo passages—ranging in length from a short bar to the substantial
cadenzas that both pianists have soon after the middle of the chapter,
are accompanied or supported by sustained resonance—and the two
kinds of sound are linked by shared or overlapping harmonic fields,
these fields being built up by the multiplication technique. So music
that is newly played, present and visible to the audience, subject to mo-
mentary whim or error, falls into line with music that is reverberating,

19. Programme note for the definitive first performance, again by Boulez
and Loriod, at the 1962 Donaueschingen Festival.

20. See Piencikowski’s note with Sony MK 42619 and Butor’s essay ‘Mal-
larmé selon Boulez’, Melos, 28 (1961), 356ff.
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past and invisible, fixed. This is a source of great beauty, of flashing
events reflected in still pools; but there is also a hopelessness in the
music’s inability to break free from the ice trap of what has been: the
beauty and the hopelessness are those of the Mallarmé sonnet set in
the first Improvisation, and they seem to combine in what is both an
image and a demonstration of Boulez’s predicament. The rushing evo-
lution of the past decade had brought him the means for one master-
piece, Le Marteau sans maitre, but beyond that he had come again to
‘the end of fertile land’, where he was condemned to magnificent
repetition.

The work’s second chapter, fully mobile, has one notional stream
of continuity that begins as a glacial succession of chords in both pianos
(both with bass strings freed by the sostenuto pedal to reverberate) and
opens into arpeggios in the second piano, among and over which the
first piano introduces self-contained items, which can be played at dif-
ferent points in accordance with a system of musical cuing, or which
may in some cases be omitted. These items, like the fragments of the
first chapter, are distinguished by harmony, rhythmic character, and
register: the two longest of them, both to be performed as fast as pos-
sible, are confined respectively to the extreme treble and the extreme
bass, tightening Boulez’s toccata manner to a point where energy is
turned by the harmonic fixing into whirling rotation, where fury is all
manner. For the splendour of its piano writing (vacant though that
splendour is becoming), for the reflections it sets up between the pianos,
for its stimulating and influential projection of performers as sports-
men and signallers, and for its loneliness as the single work from the
two decades between Le Marteau and Rituel that Boulez completed and
left unaltered, the second book of Structures is a key work, and perhaps
unsurpassed in all Boulez’s career since 1955.

Barraqué

In 1956, the year after he had completed Séquence, Barraqué was intro-
duced by Michel Foucault to Hermann Broch’s novel The Death of Virgil,
in which he discovered a sympathetic demand for a philosophically
aware art, a sympathetic grand reach through whatever fragmenta-
tion, and sympathetic material, in the book’s dense web of meditations
on death, on the act and purposes of creation, and on the inevitability
of failure and incompletion. ‘All dies, all goes’, the composer later
wrote. ‘Every trustee of creation must accept that, as he accepts his
own death. Even on the technical level his art must evolve towards
death; it must be completed within “incessant incompletion”.’?! The
hungering for evolution, the self-motivated drive to complete what

21. Jean Barraqué, ‘Propos impromptu’, Le Courrier musical de France, 26
(1969), 75-80.
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Example 27 Jean Barraqué: . .. au del du hasard

could not be completed, did not by any means lead Barraqué to join
any of the revolutionary musical movements of his time: to the con-
trary, one of the most remarkable features of his art is its consistency.
La Mort de Virgile was planned as a universe of works in five books,
one for each part of the novel, and a fifth of commentary. Of course,
commentary is inherent all through, in that Barraqué created texts
around quotations from Broch, and in that his whole project was a
commentary on the novel. However, there is a deep difference be-
tween La Mort de Virgile and such contemporary works of musical com-
mentary and mobility as Boulez’s Pli selon pli: a difference of voice.
Barraqué’s voice, whether in vocal or in instrumental lines, is desper-
ately engaged; this is the voice of a consciousness uttering the words
for itself, not commenting upon them, as may be suggested by example
27, from ... au dela du hasard for four instrumental groups and one of
voices (1958-59). The moment is characteristic of Barraqué in its richly
figured and strongly dynamic polyphony, which is a real polyphony



Mobile Form: 1956—61 123

trés agité Presser .. . . oL

-
3

(A—4p
|| %}7 —F
»
)
$
=
o be
=) 3
mpp<f..i:f_< "o 5 b ”<f{3
|2 be__4lPE ‘?4[;,1
& = = = e
[3
| I = piia

, trés chanté  appuve’ de plus en plus assuré
{mystérieux) 5 v s ﬂf
3% —sf s —_—
J—o_i_/\ v m 1L » Pt Y L L b A
: ey
¥ 1 g
|E6= i = R e
9 - == ===
~3
s'ar - réte a sonpoint de chite dé-ti-retif dans le tempsdes es - - paces

Example 27 (continued)

of individual but interlaced lines, and not a Boulezian heterophony of
similar parts. Where Boulez’s technique of chord multiplication ratio-
nalized static harmony, Barraqué kept to the principle of the twelve-
note sequence, which he made contribute to his music’s linear force.
The perpetual circulation of pitch classes is the rule, the force that
drives the wind; reiterations, within and between lines, stand against
the rule, like trees in the wind. There are numerous instances in ex-
ample 27: both linear repetitions, especially in the vocal part, and net-
work repetitions, emphasized by registral locking (for example, of B and
F#in the second and third bars)—another technique that has a static ef-
fect in Boulez and a dynamic one in Barraqué.

Possibilities are widened in . . . au dela du hasard by the music’s lay-
out as a polyphony of polyphonies, an assembly of five groups that
tend to be contrapuntally—as they are timbrally—relatively homoge-
neous: the first is of brass, saxophones, and vibraphone, the second of
tuned percussion, the third of untuned percussion, the fourth a quartet
of clarinets, the fifth a female chorus with solo soprano. She is the chief
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bearer of the music’s voice here—as in Séquence, and as in the other
two parts of La Mort de Virgile that were completed: Le Temps restitué
with chorus and orchestra (1956-68) and Chant apres chant with piano
and percussion ensemble (1965-66)—though there is almost as much
a sense of vocal utterance—linear, dynamic, phrased—in Barraqué’s in-
strumental writing. Fluid, but intensely pressured, and maintaining
a rhythmic drive despite—or because of—flickerings in the basic pulse,
these instrumental voices may contain an echo of modern jazz, which
is also suggested by the lineup of . . . au dela du hasard in particular, and
came from Barraqué’s friendship with his supporter André Hodeir.
The grand rhetoric of this work—evident on the small scale in ex-
ample 27 in, for instance, the setting of ‘volonté’, the graphic clarinet
image at ‘chiite’, and the emphatic rush throughout—comes to a head
in the tenth of the thirteen sections, the one that sets a quotation from
Broch: ‘Blinded by the dream and made by the dream to see, I know
your death, I know the limit which is fixed for you, the limit of the
dream, which you deny. Do you know it yourself? Do you want it s0?’
A long orchestral passage is suddenly cut off, and the music stops for
fifteen seconds; there is then an immense orchestral crescendo in two
phases, followed by a further fifteen-second silence, before the untuned
percussion loudly usher in the sibylline utterance of Broch’s words.
Such magniloquence, arising from a context of impatient and despair-
ing rapidity, is characteristic of Barraqué, and unique in the period.
All three completed parts of La Mort de Virgile use a technique of
‘proliferating series’, which would seem to have been a pitch-class ad-
aptation of Messiaen’s method of rhythmic interversion. Two serial
forms are taken, and one is regarded as a permutation of the other; a
third form is then obtained by applying the same permutational pro-
cess to the one. For instance, if the basic series of . . . au dela du hasard
(C—Al—G-D—E-D-Bh-BE—B-F-Ff-A) is understood as a permutation of
its retrograde inversion (A-C—C#—~G-Di-Gi-B-D-F-B-A#-F), then re-
peating the permutation and ignoring enharmonic differences (A goes
to C, C goes to Ab/G#, C#/Db goes to G, etc) will produce a new series that
is not related in any classical way to the other two: Al—D-Db—G—Bb—Eb—
Fi-E-F-B-A-C. By constantly changing the interval sequence within
twelve-note successions, the technique eradicated one remnant of sta-
bility in classic serialism, and contributed to the sense of perpetual and
turbulent self-renewal in much of Barraqué’s music. Serial prolifera-
tion also ensured that, as he wished, derivations could never be unam-
biguously unravelled, despite the fact that—as in example 27 and so
often in his music—serial forms are clearly presented.?? ‘Analysis’, he

22. For further details of Barraqué’s serial practice see Bill Hopkins, ‘Bar-
raqué and the Serial Idea’, Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association, 105 (1978—
79), 13-24; Frangois Nicolas, ‘Le souci du développement chez Barraqué’, En-
tretemps, 5 (1987), 7-24; André Riotte, ‘Les séries proliférantes selon Barraqué:
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wrote, ‘must concern itself with the final result: that is, with the work
as part of history. . . . The composer’s thinking remains his marvellous
secret.”?> And though he was thinking here of Debussy, Debussy was his
great model of renovation, just as Beethoven was his great model of
development.

Barraqué’s proliferating series matched the poetic proliferation in-
herent in the Broch project, which was to have embraced works on
different scales (sketches exist for a piece for eighteen voices a cappella;
there was also to have been an opera), and which the composer surely
cannot have expected to complete. Incompletion was written into
the artistic contract; La Mort de Virgile was his response not only to
Beethoven’s dynamism and Debussy’s fluidity,?* but also to the work
that had set him on his course as a composer: Schubert’s ‘Unfinished’
Symphony.?®> Each part that he did achieve is a protest against the dis-
solution and hopelessness inherent in the project: that is one source of
the music’s energy, to be always fighting itself into existence. It is music
of becoming, which Barraqué registers in leaving off double bar lines
(his works do not end, but rather fade into an acceptance of silence), in
the complexity of his polyphony, in his constant interplay of sound
with silence and with noise, and in his impatience with anything stable
or achieved.

Exit from the Labyrinth

Mobile form was a neat solution to the problem of how to effect prog-
ress and closure in music that had outgrown the supports of tonality
and metre. Serial procedures came up with multitudinous alterna-
tives, not chains of succession; mobile form respected that, and also
accorded with a new understanding of the work as manifold, a site of
actions and reactions rather than an object. It might seem curious,
then, that it has to be spoken of in the past tense, for it did fade rapidly
from most composers’ interests after the early 1960s. Three of its most
lavish instances—not only P/i selon pli and Epifanie but also Stockhau-
sen’s Momente, which came from the same period—were all revised by
their composers with all mobile elements removed. Earle Brown, whose
concern with mobiles began earlier, coming through Calder, and who
had contributed to the heyday of open form in Europe with such works

approche formelle’, Entretemps, 5 (1987), 65-74; and Andrew Fathers, Jean
Barraqué and L'inachévement sans cesse (diss., Oxford, 1993).

23. ‘Debussy ou la naissance d'une forme ouverte’, quoted in Francois
Nicolas, ‘Le souci du développement chez Barraqué’, Entretemps, 5 (1987), 13.

24. See, besides his book on Debussy, his analysis of La Mer, edited by Alain
Poirier as ‘La Mer de Debussy ou la naissance des formes ouvertes’, Analyse
musicale, 12 (1988), 15-62.

25. See Barraqué, ‘Propos impromptu’.
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as Available Forms I for sixteen-piece ensemble (first performed at Darm-
stadt in 1961), went on producing scores that may similarly be assem-
bled in many different ways, but in this he went on virtually alone, so
that mobile form became his signature.

Perhaps two reasons may be given for its general demise, of which
the first would be the practical difficulty of rehearsing a large-scale
work with variable elements and the extra attention demanded of a
soloist who must not only navigate the territory but put it together.
Also, mobile form was rapidly understood not as a wide-ranging prin-
ciple but as a passing fashion. The rhythm of Darmstadt, with compos-
ers getting together each summer to compare notes, imposed the ex-
pectation that change would come every year—a condition Stockhausen
came near fulfilling with his astonishing inventiveness in the 1950s
and 1960s, but one that Boulez recognized as unsustainable and dan-
gerous. The abandonment of mobile form, circa 1962, was an early sign
of the regression towards the norm that was to overcome music during
the next decade.



8

Elder Responses

One striking measure of the avant-garde’s success as a movement is the
unprecedented impact composers still in their thirties and forties were
having on thoroughly established figures—even the most thoroughly
established. Perhaps Stravinsky was a special case: a composer with a
constant inquisitiveness and intellectual rapacity. Messiaen, too, was
maybe in an unusual position as the man who had had both Boulez
and Stockhausen in his classroom, and whose prestige as a teacher
brought him into daily contact with young composers. But there were
many others whose music grew leaner, less diatonic, more contrapun-
tal, and often more systematic, including not only Carter and Wolpe
but also Luigi Dallapiccola (1904-75), Michael Tippett (1905-98), Gia-
cinto Scelsi (1905-98), Witold Lutostawski (1913-94), Benjamin Brit-
ten (1913-76), and Henri Dutilleux (b. 1916). In some cases—Carter’s
and Scelsi’s, for example—the change would seem to have come about
independently. Nevertheless, change there certainly was.

Stravinsky

Stravinsky’s development was facilitated by Robert Craft, who joined
the composer’s household as assistant in 1949. Three years later, when
Craft was recording the Op.29 Suite of the recently deceased Schoen-
berg, Stravinsky was there and became fascinated with the work’s
serial construction—a fascination that fed into his Cantata (1951-52)
and Septet (1952-53), the latter an almost explicit response to the
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Schoenberg. A few months after those Schoenberg recording sessions,
in May-June 1952, Stravinsky was in Paris for the twentieth-century
festival and heard Boulez and Messiaen give the first public perfor-
mance of Structures Ia.' For the moment this may have provided the
right kind of echo, but the more important impulses were coming from
Craft—his performances of Webern as well as Schoenberg—and per-
haps Carter. Stravinsky’s next composition after the Septet was his first
with ordered sets, the springtime triptych of Shakespeare songs for
female voice with a slightly Webernian trio of flute, clarinet, and viola
(1953), after which came his first to use the same set throughout: In
memoriam Dylan Thomas, a song for tenor and string quartet between
‘dirge-canons’ for four trombones (1954).

The poet’s death had come just as Stravinsky and he were about to
embark on an opera, whose subject could not have been more suitable
for Stravinsky’s music at this point: the piece was to have been about
the reinvention of language following a catastrophe, and these first se-
rial songs are beautifully careful essays in the renaming of features that
had long been characteristic of Stravinsky—features such as repeated
notes (which alone place his serial music at a distance from Schoenberg
and Webern, though not from Babbitt), verse-refrain forms, counter-
point in two or three parts, wide-gapped chords and sprung rhythm.
Like the songs Stravinsky had written nearly four decades before, dur-
ing the early years of his Swiss exile, the Shakespeare and Dylan Thomas
settings are moving essays in self-education.

Another signal quality of In memoriam Dylan Thomas is quite straight-
forwardly that it is a memorial. Many of Stravinsky’s ensuing serial
compositions were also to be monuments (Epitaphium, Introitus, Requiem
Canticles), others sacred commemorations (Canticum sacrum, Threni).
One of the values of serialism was that it suggested fixity, order, and
objectivity—that it offered exactly that canonical rule which ‘neoclas-
sicism’ had been supposed to provide. So Stravinsky’s evolution during
the 1950s—though perceived as a defection by those for whom mod-
ern music was divided between Stravinsky as neoclassicist and Schoen-
berg as serialist—was more an arrival than a new departure. The fun-
damental Stravinsky-Schoenberg dichotomy was between block form
and development, pulse and metre, objectivity and subjectivity, and
here nothing changed.

Not all Stravinsky’s serial compositions were funerary or religious:
Canticum sacrum (1955), an exercise in twentieth-century Venetian
music, was written during an interlude in the composition of the ab-
stract ballet Agon (1954-57), whose long gestation helped make it a
meeting ground of the explicitly tonal and the explicitly twelve-note,

1. See Robert Craft, ed., Stravinsky: Selected Correspondence, ii (London, 1984),
349, from the section in which Stravinsky’s letters and Craft’s notes elucidate
the composer’s relationship with Boulez.
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of the French baroque and of the modern Viennese. And his next work,
the solemn, ceremonial Threni (1957-58), was followed by a nervy piano
concerto, Movements (1958-59). Whether by accident or intention,
there were severe sacred pieces for Europe (Threni too was written for
Venice, where Stravinsky spent the late summer each year from 1956
to 1960), and lively instrumental designs for the United States.

However, Movements is a European work in being the site of Stra-
vinsky’s closest contact with the Darmstadt-centred avant-garde. In
November 1956 Boulez, Stockhausen, and Nono had visited him in
hospital in Munich, and for a few years thereafter he and Boulez were
in regular communication. He was present when Boulez conducted Le
Marteau sans maitre in Los Angeles in March 1957, and when Boulez,
Stockhausen, and Rosbaud rehearsed Gruppen in Baden-Baden in Oc-
tober 1958; presumably he was also brought into contact with the
music of these composers when Craft recorded Le Marteau and Zeitmasze
in the early months of 1958, in which case these encounters might
have provided the trigger, since Movements, which begins as if with a
triggered release, seems to have been begun soon afterwards.

Two strikingly new features of the piece are its polyrhythms and its
flickering instrumentation, both illustrated in the closing bars, shown in
example 28, and both suggesting how Stravinsky’s new-found admira-
tion of Webern? was conditioned by his experience of Stockhausen and
Boulez. The music ends, as it had begun, with a statement of the basic
series, but much of the work is built up from elements derived by
nonstandard means: rotating notes within hexachords, overlaying four
serial forms to obtain a sequence of four-note sets.? These are Stravin-
sky’s own techniques, but the effect of them is like the effect of Boulez’s
techniques in Le Marteau or Stockhausen’s in Kontra-Punkte: to create a
field of action so broad that almost any move (and Movements is a se-
quence of moves as in a game, as well as a chain of five miniature
musical movements and a succession of different speeds, different
ways of moving) can be justified in terms of the ‘system’. What actu-
ally happens, then, is likely to be determined by the composer’s aims
and tastes—by those matters of intention and personality that Cage
(and briefly Boulez) had wanted to eradicate. In the particular case of
Movements, Stravinsky’s authorship is evident in many features: the re-
maining weight of strong beats in barring that is much more than a
notational convenience; in parallel with that, the remaining weight of
intervals and chords from the vocabularies of his earlier works (the
chord heavily affirmed in the 9/16 bar is surely not an arbitrary choice);
the role of the piano as more obbligato than solo; the light counterpoint;

2. See the interview with him printed as an introduction to Hans Molden-
hauer and Demar Irvine, eds., Anton von Webern: Perspectives (Seattle, 1966).

3. See Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky (London, 1988), 246-54, and
Claudio Spies, ‘Impressions after an Exhibition’, Tempo, 102 (1972), 2-9.
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the deployment of the orchestra as a nesting set of ensembles; the pro-
jection of music as abstract drama (a drama whose most spectacular
event in example 28 is how the piano disappears, only to reappear, like
Petrushka, in ghost form, as the celesta, unheard since near the work’s
beginning). What is equally typical of Stravinsky is that new circum-
stances should have produced a new composer.

Messiaen

Messiaen’s direct participation in his juniors’ enterprises was brief—
limited in the case of electronic music to Timbres-durées and of total
organization to the archetype, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, as well as to
elements in some of the piano and organ pieces that immediately fol-
lowed. By 1951 the phase was over, and in that year he made a first
step into a new world, of music made from birdsong: this modest but
crucial reinitiation was Le Merle noir for flute and piano, which was
followed by Réveil des oiseaux for piano and orchestra (1953), Oiseaux
exotiques for piano, wind and percussion (1955-56), and the Catalogue
d’oiseaux (1956-58), consisting of thirteen piano pieces with a total du-
ration of over two hours.

The departure was not entirely new: there are birdsong imitations
in earlier works, including notably the Quatuor pour la fin du temps and
Turangalila. But making birdsong the sole substance of a work certainly
was new. Réveil has no other material than that which Messiaen him-
self collected in the field, and though both Oiseaux exotiques and the
Catalogue admit other kinds of music, birdsong is still the overwhelm-
ing source, and everything else has to be justified either as armature
(the percussion engineering with Greek and Indian rhythmic patterns
that underlies large sections of Oiseaux exotiques) or else as descriptive
context (the occasional passages in the Catalogue where a sway of chords
is introduced to convey, in Messiaen’s usual synaesthetic manner, the
colour of plumage or landscape). The reasons for this recourse to na-
ture surely included those he gave himself: that he took great joy in the
songs of birds, that he saw their music as a cornucopia of divine cre-
ation, that he understood them—being winged, aerial, and beautiful—
as earthly harbingers of the angels. ‘I do not believe one can find in
any human music, however inspired, melodies and rhythms which
have the sovereign liberty of birdsong.”* But none of this quite explains
the sudden conversion of 1951, which may have been a reaction to
the implication of the Mode de valeurs, the implication that composi-
tion required the separate ordaining of each note. Under such con-
ditions, human melodists would have to fall mute, leaving only the
birds singing.

4. Antoine Goléa, Rencontres avec Olivier Messiaen (Paris, 1960), 234.
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In the case of Réveil, nature provides not only the material but also
the form. According to the score’s preface, the music replays birdsongs
heard in springtime between midnight and noon, though it does so
through time that is doubly bent: accelerated fortyfold in order to com-
press nature’s half-day into twenty minutes in the concert hall, and
simultaneously decelerated so that rapid songs can be brought down,
in both tempo and tuning, to a human scale of hearing. Messiaen ex-
plained how his transcriptions of birdsongs—nearly always based on
field observation—had to be slowed, reduced in pitch, and expanded
uniformly in interval size for the necessities of human performers and
listeners, and he likened his procedures to those of composers of mu-
sique concrete.” Calls that seem by nature already adapted to human
time he tended to avoid: the cuckoo and the turtledove, for instance,
never appeared again in his music after their débuts in Réveil. The songs
he preferred were the florid roulades of warblers, thrushes, and larks,
and the strident cries found more often among tropical than temperate
species—preferences that may have been prompted by the greater chal-
lenge these songs presented to the composer as listener and reinter-
preter, having to register long melodies in the one case and complex
timbres in the other. After all, if he had wanted simply to make use of
birdsongs as musical material, he could have done so in the musique
concrete studio: the point was to exercise his own artistry, in company
with the birds, to celebrate with them, and to do so, as they did, extra-
personally, to achieve a creaturely innocence in the rendering of na-
ture. The art of composition became the art of imitation, of copying
nature not from a consistent viewpoint, in the manner of a landscape
painter or the composer of a symphonic poem, but item by item, piece
by piece: not a Sibelian scene with cranes but a Catalogue d’oiseaux.

Réveil des oiseaux, the first of Messiaen’s major birdsong pieces, is an
extinction of creative personality as complete as its great contemporary
4’ 33”7, and as incomplete. In principle, material and form are given;
however, fingerprints mark the choice of found material and its han-
dling. Silence was already Cage’s signature, and performed silence still
more so. Messiaen, in choosing birdsongs from among all the sounds of
nature, chose in accordance with the history of his own music, which
was in part a history of quasi-neumatic repetitions of rhythmic-melodic
formulae in music of toccata-style speed and insistence; at the same
time, he revealed his authorship in the way he treated birdsongs. Sev-
eral of the songs in Réveil des oiseaux conform to the same setting of one
of his most characteristic modes, the ‘second mode of limited transposi-
tions’: C-Dh—E—E—Gh—G—-A-Bb—C, this being one of the mode’s three pos-
sible transpositions, underlying the melodies ascribed to quite different

5. See Claude Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color (Portland, Oreg.
1994), 95.
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Cetti’s warbler Dunnock
Modéré

Example 29 Olivier Messiaen, Réveil des oiseaux

species, as shown in example 29. And though in later works his bird-
song transcriptions became modally more complex and often more fas-
tidiously defined and decorated, links to his particular harmonic world
would remain; besides which, by the end of the 1950s he had effec-
tively defined instrumental birdsong imitation (just as Cage had de-
fined silence) as his realm. But this was by inadvertence. The essential
was the effort, which he shared with Cage and in some respects with
Boulez, to make art objectively, even if it would be impossible to make
art objective. By endeavouring to reflect back, perfectly, the perfection
of creation, Messiaen’s birdsong pieces of 1951-60 (including the or-
chestral Chronochromie) participate in his spiritual project, even though
this period was unique in his output for its lack of explicitly religious
subject matter.

The birdsong pieces also belong with the rest of Messiaen by virtue
of their objectivity of pattern and form: their adherence not to the ex-
periential time of smooth onward flow but to a nonhuman time of
cyclic repetition, abrupt change, and potentially endless continuity—
not one arrow but many arrows. If repetition and alternation (of pitch,
of rhythmic value, of motif) are important in the birdsong detail of
Réveil des oiseaux, its larger plan is also one of oscillation, since Messiaen
interprets the midnight-to-midday span as a sequence of solos for the
piano (nightingales at midnight, a blackcap after sunrise, later a black-
bird, and a medley at midday) interspersed with choruses for piano and
orchestra. After the work’s first performance—at the 1953 Donauesch-
ingen Festival, signifying Messiaen’s abiding status as a senior member
of the avant-garde—there was a silence of very nearly two years before
the beginning of Oiseaux exotiques, perhaps because Réveil appeared to
its composer a solution that left no possibility of development. He
found that possibility by releasing the solo-chorus antiphony from its
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descriptive intentions, providing it in part with underlays of rhythmic
mosaic formed from the ancient Greek and Indian figures that had long
featured in his music, removing the strings from his orchestra, and
extending his ornithological frontiers to include, as the title intimates,
birds from many different countries. Révei/ had perhaps been too simple-
minded an attempt to copy nature; Oiseaux exotiques exults in the pos-
sibility of attaining objective form by other means—by the reiteration
and accumulation of musical objects—and of releasing the bounds of
verisimilitude in the dynamic scale and the conjoining of species. Birds
from India, the Far East, the Canaries, and North America sing together,
and sing loudly. The work also makes more assertive use of signal cries,
especially the jubilant E-major-ish calls of the Indian shama that clamour
for the music to close.

The Catalogue d’oiseaux ostensibly returns to the naturalist inten-
tions of portraying birds—all French birds—in their habitats, but there
are the same structures of alternation and palindrome, along with fur-
ther infiltrations of nonbirdsong material. Usually this material is justi-
fied as illustrative, but the mechanisms of illustration are codes pecu-
liar to Messiaen, the most important being his equivalences of colour
and harmony. For example, E major seems to represent the blazing gold
of the oriole and of summer sunlight in ‘Le Loriot’, just as it worked
similarly in Oiseaux exotiques, and A major conveys the blue of the sea
and of the bird’s plumage in ‘Le Merle bleu’. Black, absence of light,
has no chord to represent it, since chords in Messiaen’s vocabulary are
instances of resonance, and resonance is the sounding image of light.
The dark of night in ‘La Chouette hulotte’ (‘The tawny owl’) is intro-
duced rather as a three-part counterpoint in a mode of pitches, dura-
tions, and intensities, so that what had been, just a few years earlier,
the whole thrust of Messiaen’s endeavour—towards a music of abstract
speculation—is now the antithesis, the contrary to his music of reimag-
ined nature and of colour.

Abstraction—especially the abstraction of musical arithmetic ef-
fected by rhythmic cells or chromatic durations—can alternatively be a
frame for birdsongs, as it was in Oiseaux exotiques and ‘Soixante-quatre
Durées’ from the Livre d’orgue, and as it is in several of the Catalogue
d’oiseaux pieces and in Chronochromie (1959-60). Though this last work
is a final climax to the birdsong period, Messiaen’s title, backed by his
pronouncements,® insists on it as an exercise in colouring time, in
marking out segments by percussion attacks and identifying them with
the colours of string chords (the combination of resonance with con-
tinuous tone may reflect an awareness of Stockhausen’s efforts at tim-
bre synthesis). This is what happens in the two ‘strophes’ of the score,
in each of which interversions of a sequence of thirty-two durations
are laid out under birdsongs. More birdsongs—those of two Messiaen

6. See ibid., 135-36.
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favourites, skylark and song thrush—alternate in the corresponding
‘antistrophes’, and the ensuing ‘epode’ is a tangle of eighteen birdsong
lines for solo strings. The strophe-antistrophe-epode triad follows the
form of Greek choral odes, a model Messiaen had previously used in
‘Le Chocard des alpes’ from the bird catalogue; in Chronochromie not
only are the strophe and antistrophe doubled (repeated with variation)
but the whole assembly is placed between an introduction and a coda,
which again are doubles of each other. And these outer sections add
more, nonavian elements to the composer’s imitation of nature: fortis-
simo chromatic chords hurled in rapid interchange from different or-
chestral sectors to represent rocks, and a ‘torrent” passage in which,
according to a note in the score, ‘the tumbling sound of the water is
rendered principally by the violas and cellos” and the trills of violins
and basses are ‘vapour and confusion’. Following one of Messiaen'’s
preferences among the works of nature, Chronochromie is a mountain
walk of music, where birds from Japan, Sweden, and France can all be
heard, and time is parcelled out in moments of harmony. ‘For me’,
Messiaen said, ‘the only real music has always existed in the sounds
of nature. ... The harmony of wind in trees, the rhythm of waves
on the sea, the timbre of raindrops, of breaking branches, of stones
struck together, the different cries of animals are the true music as far
as I am concerned.” Cage might have said the same, except that his
interpretation of ‘nature” would have included the human and the in-
dustrial, and that his aim was to imitate not nature’s sounds but na-
ture’s selflessness. These are differences on which one might ponder
in comparing another pair of near-coincident scores, Chronochromie and
Atlas eclipticalis.

The first performance of Chronochromie—again at the Donauesch-
ingen Festival, in 1960—was again succeeded by a hiatus in Messiaen'’s
composing. Then came another septenary, the Sept Haikai for piano
and small orchestra (1962), stimulated by his first visit to Japan, and
including, besides two birdsong movements in the alternating solo-
chorus manner of Oiseaux exotiques, one of his rare attempts at a similar
sketch of human music: ‘Gagaku’, in which a piece from the repertory
of the imperial court ensemble is transcribed as if it were a birdsong or
the rush of a mountain stream—alien sound whose imitation would
divert the composer’s art along the objective pathways of record (the
melody for the shawmlike hichiriki is taken by a trumpet with oboes
and cor anglais in unison, while eight violins reproduce the accompa-
nying chords of the sho, a mouth organ). Large parts of the Sept Haikat
are again hung on frames of rhythmic patterning measured out by per-
cussion: an Indian scheme in the introduction and coda, interversions
of thirty-two chromatic durations once more in ‘Gagaku’ and in ‘The
Park at Nara and the Stone Lanterns’ (the first of two movements com-
pacting elements from Japanese landscapes), Greek metres elsewhere.
What is unusual for Messiaen in the arithmetic of this work is the pres-
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ence of so much irregular rhythm, suggesting that, like Stravinsky, he
was impressed by the recent work of Stockhausen. Example 30, from
‘The Park at Nara’, illustrates this, and illustrates too how the music is
often composed of several independent temporal layers. Such com-
pound textures recur in Messiaen’s music from the ‘Crystal Liturgy’ of
the Quatuor pour la fin du temps onwards, and they help, as in so much
music of this period, to split the viewpoint—to provide, in this instance,
an impression of things heard and seen (the piano and the prominent
marimba, however much the latter recalls Messiaen’s ‘style oiseau’,
might suggest the stone lanterns, the chromatic clarinets the envelop-
ing darkness) with no person in the picture hearing and seeing them.
What they create—overlapping flows differing in speed and direction—
is open form more completely than may be found in most of the period’s
mobiles.

Contact with Japan might have reinforced—if that had been pos-
sible—Messiaen’s taste for simultaneous alterities, for the eternities of
slow motion and repetition, for a long view of tradition. In his inter-
views with Claude Samuel, he speaks of Japan almost as if it were
paradise: ‘It’s a country where everything is noble: in the streets in
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Japan, one sees no drunks, no beggars. . . . [What struck me] was also
the beauty of the men and women—their marvellous black hair, which
remains black as ebony to the ends of their lives. . . . Nara . . . has sev-
eral temples and, in the parks surrounding them, immense thousand-
year-old trees. . .. In these parks, does, stags, and fawns roam freely
and approach visitors with no apprehension.”” In Burope, in the reso-
lutely positivist Europe of the 1950s, he might easily have felt himself
out of place and out of time: that would have been another reason for
his recourse to given musical material, and for the unusual gaps in his
output. Japan showed him that he was not, after all, alone (though
that lesson was now coming from Europe and North America, too,
with the increasing appreciation of his music from the early 1960s
onwards). Japan was a new home, and an old one: a place that had
experienced no Renaissance to uproot its art from sacredness, and yet
a place that was fully attuned to new ways of thinking and working.
Japan—it would have the same effect for Stockhausen a little later—
restored him.

His next work after the Sept Haikai was based on a similar ensemble
of piano, clarinets, and tuned percussion, but with orchestral brass
instead of the eight violins: Couleurs de la Cité Céleste (1963). There are
similarly constancies and changes in the musical material: still present
are the birdsongs, the chords of colour, the chromatic durations, and
the Indian and Greek rhythmic patterns; gone are the irregular rhythms;
newly arrived (or restored) are the plainsong quotations and the breadth
of form, the work playing continuously for over a quarter of an hour.
Also new, or returning, is the exalted subject, which is that of several
earlier and later works: the life of the resurrected, especially as revealed
in the last book of the New Testament. The ‘colours of the Heavenly
City’ are those of the precious stones that St. John describes as forming
the foundations of the New Jerusalem, and that Messiaen interprets as
harmonies similarly anchoring his work, whether they are presented
resplendent as chords or used to enhance the chants and birdsongs:
sardonyx, chrysoprase, emerald, sapphire, amethyst, and the rest. At
the same time, the colours of the work are its fragments, studded to-
gether like the pieces of coloured glass in the windows of Chartres or
the Sainte Chapelle—to suggest an analogy that his own admiration
for those windows makes inescapable. In that respect, the illustrations
of the subject—the harmonic gemstones, the alleluias of the heavenly
host, the ‘star that holds the key to the abyss’ (a musical pictogram of
piano appeal, lightning stroke and fortissimo strokes of low gongs and
tam tams)—dissolve into the swirl of lit sound. Messiaen’s participation
in the avant-garde, as teacher and taught, had vastly widened his scope
during the fifteen years since the Turangalila symphony, and made it
possible for him to move from that work’s powerful harmonic surges

7. Ibid, 99-100.
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and rhythmic pulsations into the fractured time of Couleurs de la Cité
Céleste—a structure appealing at once to the verse-refrain forms and
antiphonies of the Middle Ages and to modern predilections for sudden
shift and ceaseless change.

Varese

In several ways Varese was Messiaen’s dialectical opposite: American
rather than European (though both were born in France), secular rather
than sacred, urban rather than rural, spasmodic in creativity rather than
continuous, solitary rather than being revered by hundreds of pupils
and devoted performers. But the similarities outweigh. Both were im-
pressed by ancient cultures. Both produced some of their best work for
ensembles of wind and percussion. Both took from Stravinsky the
principle of construction in disjunct blocks. Both were attracted by the
ondes martenot, and both used ideas from electronic music (reversal
through time, change of speed and register, sound synthesis) in works
for instruments. Both—to pick up a tiny point of what seems to have
been convergent evolution rather than borrowing—used an ensemble
of violins to imitate the Japanese sho (the Vareése piece was his unfin-
ished Nocturnal). Both, finally, enjoyed a creative renewal around 1950.

In Varese’s case it is hard to know how much this depended on the
rising generation. As a member of the 1950 Darmstadt faculty he would
have encountered Nono, but he seems to have had no meeting with
Boulez until 1952, in New York,® or with Stockhausen until December
1954, in Paris, when Déserts was given its first performance with Boulez
introducing the piece and Stockhausen controlling the tape relay®—
a prime moment in the history of the avant-garde. Besides, he had
started Déserts—the key work in his regeneration: his first new achieve-
ment since 1936'%—before the summer of 1950. He may have known
of Cage’s work before this, but the overwhelming stimulus for Déserts
came from the access to a tape recorder he gained in 1952.

The plan of Déserts, unprecedented, was that electronic and orches-
tral music be brought face to face: three sequences of ‘organized sound’
on tape are interpolated into a composition for an orchestra of wind,
piano, and percussion. Babbitt has drawn attention to the subtlety with
which Varése assembles timbres from his ensemble,!! and indeed much
of the scoring suggests an almost Webernian care for timbre-melody—

8. See Fernand Ouellette, Edgard Varese (London, 1973), 177-78.

9. See Michael Kurtz, Stockhausen: A Biography (London, 1992), 76.

10. Discounting the unpublished Etude pour ‘Espace’, which had no perfor-
mance after its 1947 premiere until 2009, and the tiny 1949 dance score for
Burgess Meredith.

11. See ‘Edgard Varese: a Few Observations of his Music’, Perspectives of
New Music, 5/1 (1966), 93-111.
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something quite new in Varese’s music, the instruments being used, for
example, to vary the colours of the sustained pitches that are stations
of polarity in the musical progress.!? The correlative qualities of moder-
ate speed and passivity provide a striking contrast with most of Varese’s
earlier music, whose assertive gestures, repeated here, now fail to initi-
ate movement. Their forcelessness may be understood in the light of
his intention to refer to deserts of all kinds: ‘All those that people tra-
verse or may traverse: physical deserts, on the earth, in the sea, in the
sky, of sand, of snow, of interstellar spaces or of great cities, but also
those of the human spirit, of that distant inner space no telescope can
reach, where one is alone.”’> (And here is another contrast with Mes-
siaen, the world of nature for Varese being silent and alien, typified by
the desert, whereas Messiaen at the same time was rehearing the for-
ests in Réveil des oiseaux.)

Varese’s further intention for Déserts was that it should be experi-
enced in company with a film, one that would have to be ‘in opposition
with the score. Only through opposition can one avoid paraphrase. . . .
There will be no action. There will be no story. There will be images.
Phenomena of light, purely. . . . Successions, oppositions of visual planes,
as there are successions and oppositions of sound planes.’!'* Varese’s
horror of ‘paraphrase’ between sight and sound was typical of the time:
it was shared by Cage and Cunningham in their collaborations, and
reflected in the seeming desuetude of opera. Post-1945 modernism was
distinguished by separation—the separation of notes, the separation of
rhythm from pitch contour, the separation of vision from sound—since
only through separation, so it was thought, could phenomena be de-
fined and structured.

However, Varese’s dream of a grand simultaneity had its realization
in the superior son et lumiere show that took place at the 1958 Brussels
Exposition, in a futuristic pavilion designed for the Philips company
by Le Corbusier (with the help of his assistant Xenakis). Varese’s con-
tribution to this was his Poeme électronique (1956-57), which stands
with Gesang der Jiinglinge among early electronic masterpieces. By con-
trast with the tape inserts for Déserts, the Poéme is strongly defined, exu-
berant, and rich. It includes electronically generated melodies, wedges
of distorted organ sound (a potent image that also occurs in the Déserts
interpolations), industrial noises, and fragments from the recording of
the composer’s Etude pour ‘Espace’. The drive that presses through ma-
terial so diverse and so expressively resonant is irresistible; in its origi-

12. See Arnold Whittall, ‘Vareése and Organic Athematicism’, Music Review,
28 (1967), 311-15.

13. Quoted in Georges Charbonnier, Entretiens avec Edgard Varése (Paris,
1970), 156.

14. Ibid., 66.
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nal location, relayed through numerous loudspeakers and experienced
with projections, it must have been astonishing.

For Varese, who had been looking forward to electronic music
since the First World War, it was the appropriate culmination. Between
1954 and 1958, he had spent a good deal of time in Europe, working
on his two major electronic works in Paris and Bilthoven, and perhaps
not resisting the role of father figure thrust on him by Boulez and Stock-
hausen. He then returned to New York, put away his tape machine,
and spent his last years on various projects connected with themes of
night and death, of which Nocturnal was completed by his pupil Chou
Wen-chung.

Symphonists and Others

Where Varese, like Stravinsky, stood in a paternal, even grandpaternal
relationship to the post-1945 avant-garde, Dutilleux and Lutostawski
were those composers’ seniors by only a decade. Still, having begun as
artists before the war, they represented an earlier generation; they
were also more attached to older ways of doing things. This was not
necessarily a matter of cause and effect, for Henze was showing a simi-
lar kind of temperament in preferring customary genres—opera (e.g.,
Elegy for Young Lovers, 1959-61), symphony (No. 5, 1962)—in which to
unfold music that sought no severance from the prewar music of Berg
and Stravinsky, and even from the lyric Romanticism of Schumann
and Mabhler. In Lutostawski’s case, there was also the common linger-
ing concern in Eastern Europe for matters of affect and continuity, a
concern of which socialist realism may have been more symptom than
motive. Attitudes could differ in other respects. Henze, after his depar-
ture from Germany for Italy in 1953, seems to have had little contact
with or interest in his erstwhile Darmstadt coevals, whereas both Du-
tilleux and Lutostawski listened carefully to the fragmentation engi-
neered by their younger colleagues and proceeded to symphonize it,
Dutilleux in his Métaboles (1962—65), Lutostawski in his Second Sym-
phony (1965-67).

Lutostawski’s first engagement with the avant-garde had come ear-
lier, in his Jeux vénitiens for chamber orchestra (1960-61), which must
be one of the most discreet essays ever in adjusting to Cage. But then,
the prompt was discreet, too: no more than ‘a short fragment’ of the
Concert for Piano and Orchestra heard over the radio, according to the
composer’s own account.'”> This, however, was enough, suggesting
the possibility of freeing the coordination of instrumental (or vocal) parts
from time to time, a technique Lutostawski used in many subsequent

15. See Zbigniew Skowron, ed., Lutostawski on Music (Lanham, Md., 2007),
99.
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works, including his Second Symphony. The effect he valued was
rhythmic and textural: ‘The rhythms that result from the introduction
of the element of chance are very sophisticated and it is impossible
to achieve them in any other way. ... The most complex textures
and rhythms are achieved by the performers with no effort.” Yet he
retained what was most important to the symphonic character of his
music: ‘full control of the pitch organization, particularly over its
harmony’.

Wolpe was another who took account of the avant-garde and cer-
tainly kept ‘full control of the pitch organization’, but within an envi-
ronment much more hospitable to innovation. In the late 1950s and
early 1960s he went regularly to Darmstadt, to learn as well as to teach,
which again brought a change in his music: a greater abstraction
(though he would accept, as he had in the Black Mountain works, his
music’s development towards the world of some other composer or
style), sometimes a greater density, and an effort to organize aspects
of tempo, rhythm, and instrumentation in parallel with his ways of
using pitch cells. But what remained, as forcible as ever, was the push
of musical implication in the motifs of which his music was made.
Carter was similarly observant of his junior contemporaries, if from a
greater distance, and may have felt emboldened thereby in pursuing
greater complexity in his Second Quartet (1959) and spectacular Dou-
ble Concerto (1961), scored for piano and harpsichord, each with its
own ensemble.

The most radical members of this generation were as yet unsung.
Nancarrow and Partch remained away by themselves, probably not
aware of much music but their own, which was still all but unknown.
Another isolated figure was Scelsi, who apparently travelled through
India and Nepal, and suffered some kind of mental breakdown before
re-establishing himself as a composer in Rome in the early 1950s. Con-
centration and singleness became his purposes. At first his music was
essentially monodic and modal, often with an Indian flavour. This oc-
casionally resurfaced in the melodic protraction and decoration of his
later pieces, though from the late 1950s onwards his music became
much more thoroughly itself, investigating sound as if from within.
Whole movements would be based on a very slow drift through the
pitch spectrum, or on an antagonism between two notes, or even on
just a single note, as in the two works that opened this mature period:
the String Trio (1958) and the Quattro pezzi for chamber orchestra (1959).
With pitch held static, or almost so, there was the opportunity to work
with microtonal fluctuations and with timbre, and Scelsi’s writing in
particular for string instruments—or that of his amanuensis, Vieri To-
satti, who transcribed his taped improvistions—became intensively
exploratory.

Example 31 shows a passage from his Fourth Quartet (1964), a
work which traces a single slow curve throughout its ten-minute dura-
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Example 31 Giacinto Scelsi, String Quartet No. 4

tion. At this point, the glide up from the opening C is reaching Ab (typi-
cally blurred by quarter-tone dissonances, with G half-sharp and A
half-flat) and then, briefly, A. Separate notation for the four strings of
each instrument helps create a fabric that is continuously in change
but also continuously the same. His own term, the ‘sphericity’ of
sound, aptly describes the effect, which is of an invisible object turning
to reveal new parts of itself—especially new harmonics, which may be
actually played or else sounded as a result of strained performing tech-
niques (including the use of special mutes in such works as the Second
Quartet and Khoom, dating from 1961 and 1962 respectively), as if
from a fundamental that remains in place or slowly shifts. A true bass
in his music is rare: the cello’s third string is seldom used in this quar-
tet, its fourth never. The octaves and estranged octaves (estranged by
dissonant inflection, as in gagaku and other Asian traditions with
which the composer could have been familiar), here on three registral
levels, relate to an imaginary hum. Something close to motionlessness
is combined with fizzing activity in the trills and tremolandos that
Scelsi characteristically uses to make his glissandos as imperceptible as
may be.
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String instruments, allowing fine tuning of pitch and adjustment of
timbre, suited him well, and he wrote much for them. But he also fa-
voured low brass for their weight of sound, and again for their adapt-
ability, through the use of mutes, while the voice, generally wordless,
could powerfully transmit the incantatory character of his music,
whether in unaccompanied vocalises (Wo-Ma for bass, 1960, the Canti
del Capricorno for soprano, 1962-72) or in abstract narratives of solitary
tragedy (Khoom for soprano, string quartet, horn, and percussion) and
corporate upheaval (Uaxactum for chorus and orchestra, 1966). Just as
his music seems to be at once very slow and very fast, so its microtonal
dissonances can be felt as simultaneously ferocious and calm, in dis-
pute and (because found on the same sphere of sound) in accord.



9

Reappraisal and
Disintegration:
1959-64

Questioning Voices: Ligeti, Bussotti, Kagel

There is something emblematic in Boulez’s recourse to the personal in
the works he began during the second half of the 1950s: to the solo
voice, even to song (the cantabile of the Improvisations sur Mallarmé has
no precedent in Le Marteau sans maitre), to music for himself to perform
(Le Marteau dates from before the beginning of his concert-hall career;
Pli selon pli and Figures-Doubles-Prismes developed in parallel with that
career, and became repositories for practical discoveries in terms both
of the orchestra and of his own performing skills as the pianist of the
Third Sonata and Structures grew into the international conductor), to
a personal world of brilliantly figured, static sound. The idea of the
work as a model embodiment of new musical thinking—the idea be-
hind the first book of Structures, Le Marteau, and everything Stockhau-
sen had written from Kreuzspiel onwards, an idea that belonged with
the Darmstadt notion of the composer as his juniors’” exemplar—was
perhaps harder for him to sustain as it became clear that there was no
such thing as ‘the avant-garde’, that the years of mutual interests were
passing, and that composers were going their own ways. Ironically,
Nono coined the term ‘Darmstadt School’! just at the point, in 1958,
when solidarity was breaking down.

1. In his lecture, ‘Die Entwicklung der Reihentechnik’, published in his
Texte (Zurich, 1975), 30.

145
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Xenakis's earlier criticism had come from outside the central group,
and so perhaps could be brushed off, but in 1960 Ligeti made some of
the same points within the pages of Die Reihe,? citing examples from
Boulez, Stockhausen, and others to show how serial principles had ei-
ther proved self-defeating or been replaced by ‘higher order’ principles,
such as those governing the temporal structure of Gruppen. Out of this
analysis he derived the notion of ‘permeability’ in music: a musical
structure is said to be ‘permeable’ if it allows a free choice of intervals
and ‘impermeable’ if not (he gives the example of Palestrina’s music—
a symptomatic choice for a contrapuntalist—as being strictly defined
by harmonic rules and hence ‘impermeable’ to an unusual degree).
But permeability and impermeability could also be features of texture,
rather than harmony, as was the case in contemporary music. Using
the example again of Gruppen, he noted how ‘a dense, gelatinous, soft
and sensitive material can be penetrated ad /ibitum by sharp, hacked
splinters. . . . “Soft” materials are less permeable when combined with
each other, and there are places of an opaque complexity beyond com-
pare’—beyond compare, that is, in late 1958, when Ligeti wrote the
article. By the next year, he had completed his orchestral piece Appari-
tions, whose first performance, at the 1960 festival of the International
Society for Contemporary Music, caused so much stir among com-
posers as to indicate that something significant was taking place: a
challenge to the orthodoxy of complexity.

Until this point Ligeti had been known in the West as an associate
of Stockhausen’s at the Cologne electronic studio and as the painstak-
ing analyst of Structures Ia: a composer, therefore, firmly at the centre
of advanced music. Perhaps what bothered his colleagues about Appa-
ritions was not so much the resort to orchestral clusters and the reduc-
tion of music to shifting or contrasted types of sound as the rationale
provided by his essay: Stockhausen in Carré (1959-60) had arrived at
a similar handling of the orchestra (if without the dramatized weirdness
and comedy), and ‘texture music’ was in vogue—as witness the works
that suddenly established Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), such as his
Threnody—to the Victims of Hiroshima for string orchestra (1960), in which
Xenakisian cluster glissandos are given a searing affect. But for a com-
poser of the Darmstadt-Cologne axis to wonder about the musical dis-
ciplines of the last several years was troubling.

Ligeti went on to develop his cluster technique more thoroughly
and masterfully in his Atmospheres for orchestra (1961) and Volumina
for organ (1961-62), in which there is no longer any attempt to deal
with units of pitch, duration, loudness, and timbre in a serial manner,
or indeed any other. Ligeti’s conclusion was that musical atoms could

2. Gyorgy Ligeti, ‘Metamorphoses of Musical Form’, Die Reihe, 7 (1960,
English ed. 1965), 5-19.
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not, or could not yet, be composed into meaningful structures, by which
he presumably meant that the kind of compositional method he had
revealed in Structures Ia was not intelligible in performance. What he
left out of account was the possibility of meaning introduced subsidi-
arily, whether by the composer (as one would guess to be the case
with the quasi-motifs at the start of Le Marteau), by the performer (who
might—perhaps must—present a particular view even of such recalci-
trant material as that of Structures Ia), or by the listener (whose ways
are the most difficult to determine). The sound of these massive ex-
emptions is there in the music, in the suppression of differentiations
that Atmospheres solemnly accomplishes. Rhythmic movement is elimi-
nated by staggering instrumental entries (a technique for which Ligeti
introduced the term ‘micropolyphony’), emphasizing sustained sounds
(the work, unusually for this period, is for an orchestra without per-
cussion) and avoiding all sense of pulse; harmony is held in suspension
by the use of clusters. All these effects of continuity provoke an experi-
ence of sound as texture—the sort of experience that Ligeti had indi-
cated in his 1960 essay (in the terms of that essay, the textures of Atmo-
spheres are peculiarly permeable). Along a different route he had arrived
at the position of Boulez in Structures Ia or Cage in the Music of Changes:
he had reacted to the immediate past by effacing it, clearing the ground
for his later works to make a progressive rediscovery of modes of par-
ticularization which might be, in his terms, comprehensible.

The beauty of Atmosphéres must depend on the fastidiousness of its
scoring, but when writing for a soloist, in Volumina, Ligeti could achieve
similar effects by simply blocking in areas of the keyboard graphically.
Here again he was marching with others. At Darmstadt in 1959, the
year following Cage’s visit, it had become clear that introducing chance
into composition would have much more far-reaching consequences
than those allowed in the mobile forms of Stockhausen and Boulez
that had been heard for the first time there two years before. A course
in ‘music and graphics’” included performances of Cage’s Concert, and of
European pieces that had been stimulated by Cage’s innovations in
notation and Tudor’s style of playing, among them Kagel’s Transicion II
for pianist, percussionist, and tapes (1958-59), Five Piano Pieces for David
Tudor (1959) by Sylvano Bussotti (b. 1931), and Stockhausen’s Zyk/us
for percussionist (1959). There was also a lecture by Stockhausen?® in
which he spoke of a ‘music for reading’” made conceivable by the
‘emancipation of the graphic from the acoustic element’, a feature he
detected in the scores of Cage and Bussotti. As if to demonstrate that
emancipation, Cage had already the previous year given an exhibition
of his scores as pictures, when the art critic of the New York Times had

3. Karlheinz Stockhausen, ‘Musik und Graphik’, Texte, i (Cologne, 1963),
176-88.
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Example 32 Sylvano Bussotti, Per tre sul piano

found in them ‘a delicate sense of design . . . that transcends the purely
technical matter of setting down music’.*

But of course that was not Cage’s intention. Nothing was Cage’s
intention. Whether the pages of his Concert look beautiful (as one may
easily agree they do)—whether the work sounds beautiful—has to do
with the observer: like a flower or a cloudscape, such a piece does not
strive for beauty. And the new kinds of notation—far more various
than one illustration (example 24) can indicate—arose directly from
new kinds of compositional method. It was different with Bussotti. Ex-
ample 32, from his Per tre sul piano (one of his Sette fogli of 1959), may
work as ‘music for reading’, but the aim is surely much more to excite
the performers’ imaginations. Cage was concerned with action, Bus-
sotti with feeling. In this particular case the piano becomes, in Richard
Toop’s words, ‘a prone body, alternately caressed, cajoled and assaulted
by its suitors’.” (The eroticism was to remain characteristic of Bussotti’s
work, representing a self-consciously excessive satisfaction of what
bourgeois culture desires of artists, so that decadence turns into social
criticism.) In a prefatory note to the published edition of Setfe fogli (a
collection surely prompted by Earle Brown'’s Folio of 1954, within which
December 1952 came to be included) the composer remarks that he had

4. Dore Ashton, ‘Cage, Composer, Shows Calligraphy of Note’ [the paper’s
headline style has not changed], New York Times (May 6, 1958), repr. in Richard
Kostelanetz, ed., John Cage (New York, 1970, 1991; London, 1971), 126.

5. Note with EMI EMSP 551.
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originally planned an explanatory apparatus, such as many scores car-
ried during this period of rapid notational change, but that the works
had established their own performing tradition during the decade that
passed between composition and publication.

(To the extent that this performing tradition has been interrupted,
Bussotti’s music will go on surviving only in the form of recordings: it
is, as much as Stockhausen’s Studien, a set of fixed electronic objects.
But it is not alone in this regard. Remarkably few works by young Eu-
ropean composers of the 1950s and early 1960s continue in regular
performance: outside the works of Boulez, Stockhausen, Ligeti, and
Berio, almost none. As the governing culture in the Western world has
become less tolerant of innovation, so the music of this acutely radical
phase has fallen into neglect. On the other hand, works of this period
were created in a spirit of revolt, and their nature may therefore be
compromised when they are treated as modern classics. To the extent
that their revolution has succeeded—as it may be judged to have done
in the person of Boulez, who by the mid-1970s was conducting major
orchestras on both sides of the Atlantic and planning a research insti-
tute in Paris—their original contrariety may have become an embar-
rassment, which might partly explain Boulez’s repeated eagerness to
revise and transform many of his older compositions. Then again, such
reforming zeal may express an awareness that progressive music can-
not outlast its historical moment, that the original recording, thrusting
a work into the world it was made to alter, and not the score is the
form in which a piece must live on. Perhaps the whole history of music
since the introduction of the LP record, around 1950, has been swayed
by the existence of a means whereby not only could listeners repeat-
edly hear the same piece—which would be an encouragement towards
subtlety and complexity—but also the performing criteria of the time
would be permanently emplaced in the music.)

Bussotti’s casting of the musician as seducer or rapist was a theat-
rical extension of what Tudor had shown possible in performing the
most recent Cage: exploring the whole body of the piano for the sounds
it can produce, and so extending earlier work by Cowell and Cage him-
self. Kagel was also stimulated by this, as well as by Cage’s calligraphy,
but instead of pressing player and instrument into a sensual encounter,
he preferred to view the behaviour of the investigatory performer with
a certain ironic detachment, and to enjoy the other irony of highly
detailed notation giving rise to impure results. In its outlandish sophis-
tication, with rotatable discs and moveable slides, the score of his Tran-
sicion IT (1958) proceeds from that of Boulez’s Third Sonata, while its
promised intention to fuse ‘in one single declension’ the musical pres-
ent (heard in performance) with the past (returning on tape) and the
future (‘pre-experienced” in the form of previously prepared recordings
of music to come) suggests a Stockhausen-like will to compose with
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time itself.® And yet in performance the work could hardly fail to seem
an absurd spectacle in which two musicians, operating on a piano, un-
dertake meticulous actions in the service of musical aims that remain
obscure, and in that respect the piece presents itself as a caricature of
contemporary avant-garde endeavour.

Kagel had already started down that road, notably in his Anagrama
for four singers, speaking chorus, and eleven-piece ensemble (1957-
58), which was the first piece he completed after arriving in Cologne
from Argentina in 1957, and which had its first performance in the city
at an ISCM Festival concert that also saw the premiere of Ligeti’s Ap-
paritions. These two composers, both drawn to Cologne by Stockhau-
sen’s presence and coming as at least partly formed artists, enjoyed an
outsider’s prerogative to mix curiosity with scepticism. Anagrama is a
response to Gesang der Jiinglinge and a challenge, exploring possibilities
of interaction between verbal and nonverbal sounds without electronic
resources but with extraordinary sonic imagination and also with a
sharp sense of comedy. Textually and musically the work is elaborated
from the Latin palindrome in Dante’s Divine Comedy, out of which the
composer draws a rapid shuffle of scenes for voices using several lan-
guages to address each other, the audience, and no one in particular.
As example 33 may intimate, Kagel wielded a heroic complexity of
means in creating musical situations that are at once profuse, innova-
tory, and absurd. Comic in its nonsense dialogues, quick changes, and
bizarre simultaneities, the work contributed decisively to an explosion
of interest in the impurities and extremities of which both voices and
instruments are capable.

Kagel’s exposure of musicians as actors continued to convey a
more comic and critical attitude than could be found at the same time
in the instrumental theatre of Bussotti or Berio. Often he showed too,
as he had in Anagrama and Transicion II, an interest in neglected pos-
sibilities of sound. Sonant (1960), scored for the unusual ensemble of
guitar, harp, double bass, and drums, comes near Feldman in its un-
synchronized parts and its absorption with extremes of quiet, but the
players’ bashfulness also has a theatrical import quite alien to Feldman,
and Kagel went still further in taking the then unusual step of requir-
ing his musicians to speak. Also from this period is Sur scene for bass,
mime, speaker, and three keyboard players (1958-60), whose funda-
mental idea was ‘to create a spectacle out of elements borrowed from
traditional musical life: instrumental playing, exercises that precede per-
formance (scales, vocalises, etc), the commentaries of a musicologist.
... Music becomes a character on stage, which represents the reversal

6. See the composer’s note with Mainstream 5003, and also his articles
‘Tone, Clusters, Attacks, Transitions’, Die Reihe, 5 (1959; English ed. 1961), 40—
55, and ‘Translation-Rotation’, Die Reile, 7 (1960; English ed. 1965), 32-60.
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Example 33 Mauricio Kagel, Anagrama

of the situation in opera.”” Almost from the first then, Kagel’s satires
and explorations were directed into the wider musical culture and not
only into the areas of his colleagues’ immediate concerns.

Stumbling Steps: Kurtdg

Ligeti’s emigration, and Kagel'’s, involved not only a change of location
but also a new visibility within the world of new music. It was different
for Gyorgy Kurtdg, a classmate of Ligeti’s in Budapest immediately after
the war, who remained in Hungary, and whose work was little known
outside until the 1980s. Ligeti and he form a neat pair of opposites: the
one wild-white-haired (at least since his late forties), articulate, pro-
ductive, international, the other almost shaven-headed, almost silent,
almost nonproductive (at least until his late forties) and spending his
life teaching chamber music at the academy where the two had met. At
that first encounter, in 1945, Ligeti had been impressed by ‘Kurtag'’s
timidity, his introverted attitude and his total lack of vanity or pre-
sumption. He was intelligent, sincere, and simple in a highly complex

7. Jean-Yves Bosseur, ‘Dossier Kagel’, Musique en jeu, 7 (1972), 88-126.
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way. Later he told me that he, for his part, had taken me for a student
of protestant theology.”®

Both Ligeti and Kurtdg had gone to Budapest in search of the spirit
of Bartok; both of them later found also the spirit of Webern, though
in Kurtag’s case this seems not to have happened until 1957-58, when
he was in Paris for a year, attending Milhaud’s and Messiaen'’s classes,
receiving psychological therapy from Marianne Stein (to whom he ded-
icated his Op. 1, a string quartet), and copying out by hand Webern'’s
entire works.” During this year he was at rock bottom: ‘I felt, to the
point of desperation, that nothing in the world was true, that I had no
grip on reality. I was living with another of Marianne Stein’s pupils, an
American actress, and in exchange for my room I would take her two
children for walks in the park. That was the Parc Montsouris, a mag-
nificent wilderness with fantastic trees. The experience of trees in winter
was perhaps the first reality. That carried on almost until spring, when
birds appeared as a second reality.”'°

This anecdote—almost a Kurtag composition itself in how it opens
a world of feeling with a few quick strokes—suggests what became the
manner of his creativity: to start with nothing, to take nothing for cer-
tain, and then to make something utterly simple, utterly trustworthy.
When he began to compose again, it was for some years exclusively in
small instrumental forms: miniatures on a Webernesque scale—where
a three-minute movement is Brucknerian and the average is the sixty-
second spurt or flagging—but combining the imitative counterpoint of
serial Webern with the rare timbres and ostinatos of atonal Webern, and
introducing personal qualities: bleak humor, scrawniness, sometimes
moments of intense light. ‘The cockroach seeks a way to the light” was
to have been the programme of the first movement of the quartet; ‘The
overtone chord symbolized the light, and in between the dirt".!!

By 1963, when he was thirty-seven, Kurtag had only five works
ready for publication: about a minute of music for each year of his age,
and with a wind quintet the largest ensemble.!? During the next five
years he produced about as much music again, all towards one piece,
The Sayings of Péter Bornemisza, a ‘concerto’ for soprano and piano (per-

8. Gyorgy Ligeti, ‘Begegnung mit Kurtdg im Nachkriegs-Budapest’, in
Friedrich Spangemacher, ed., Gyorgy Kurtdg (Bonn, 1989), 14-17.

9. See Peter Szendy, ‘Musique et texte dans l'oeuvre de Gyorgy Kurtag’,
Contrechamps, 12—13 (1990), 266-84.

10. Balint Andrds Varga, Gyorgy Kurtdg: Three Interviews and Ligeti Homages
(Rochester, N.Y., 2009), 6.

11. Ibid., 7.

12. For an excellent introduction to Kurtdg’s music, see Stephen Walsh,
‘Gyorgy Kurtdg: an Outline Study’, Tempo, 140 (1982), 11-21, and 141 (1982),
10-19. A postscript is provided by his ‘A Brief Office for Gyorgy Kurtag’, Musi-
cal Times, 130 (1989), 525-26.
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Example 34 Gyorgy Kurtag, The Sayings of Péter Bornemisza

haps so called by analogy with the sacred concertos of Schiitz), whose
four sections are made up once more of fragments. Bornemisza was a
writer and Protestant preacher of the sixteenth century, and his ‘say-
ings’, assembled by the composer, cut to the quick. A new doctrine of
personal accountability makes its demands. The text also has the new-
ness of being couched in what was then an emergent language, lusty
and rugged, with some sniff of the plough still among the biblical
phrases. Tone and style were right for a composer who was, similarly,
cutting himself a new language, and for whom the liberty to do so im-
posed a need for unflinching self-observation and self-criticism in the
act of composing. The words also encouraged him, in his first published
vocal work, to push the voice to its limits of expression (the piano too:
Barraqué’s Sonata provides the work’s lonely company in points of
strength, freedom from precedent, and certainty—and it is a tantalizing
coincidence that both composers should have been set on their paths
by hearing Schubert’s ‘Unfinished” when they were children!?), those
limits including not only violent declamation and almost deranged, ju-
bilatory savagery, as if the voice were intoxicated with the horrors of
which it sings, but also a breathtaking lyrical nakedness—more breath-
taking and more naked because it requires the singer to be absolutely
on target. Example 34 shows such a passage.

There could hardly be less here and still be something. On the
other hand, there could be more and nothing at all.

One might venture that Kurtdg’s achievement—well established
by this point—was so to particularize the momentary gesture that it
released itself from musical syntax. This is what we mean by realism,
whether in Monteverdi or in Musorgsky, but Kurtag is able go further
(as each realist must go further than the last), in that his miniature

13. See Varga, Hdrom kérdés?, and Jean Barraqué’s ‘Propos impromptu’, Le
Courrier musical de France, 26 (1969).
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forms can virtually preclude syntax, and in that the disintegrated state
of musical language extends the freedom of the gesture. No less crucial,
to a realist, is the ability to invent gestures that are almost onomato-
poeic, caught up in what they connote: the slow, soft, wide span of the
voice in example 34, or the piano glissando rising like a wisp of smoke.

Listening Ears: Cage, Young, Babbitt

After the celebration embodied in his Concert for Piano and Orchestra
Cage began to concern himself again with electronic media, for which
he found opportunities in Europe during a six-month tour in 1958-59.
He produced a tape version of Fontana Mix (a kit composition rather in
the manner of example 24) at the RAI electronic music studio in Milan,
and created two more realizations of the score for himself to perform
on Italian television: Water Walk and Sounds of Venice. By now theatre
was not just a by-product of his music but a prompting force: back in
the United States he created Theatre Piece (1960), for eight performers
in multifarious activities, as well as Cartridge Music (also 1960), in which
he invented live electronic music.

Cartridge Music has several players generating sounds by inserting
objects into gramophone cartridges or by acting on pieces of furniture
to which contact microphones have been attached. The aim, so Cage
said, was not only to create the possibility of electronic performance
(indeed, one might add, of electronic theatre, since the sounds are out
of proportion to the actions one sees), but also ‘to bring about a situa-
tion in which any determination made by a performer would not nec-
essarily be realizable. When, for instance, one of the performers changes
a volume control, lowering it nearly to zero, the other performer’s ac-
tion, if it is affected by that particular amplification system, is inaudi-
ble. I had been concerned with composition which was indeterminate
of its performance [because of the overlay possibilities of the Music for
Piano series and the Concert, for instance]; but, in this instance, perfor-
mance is made, so to say, indeterminate of itself.”'4

He could go no further—unless to allow the total indeterminacy of
improvisation, which he had always resisted as an immediate return to
personal taste. Here were more paradoxes. In 1961 Cage’s scores began
to appear from the C. F. Peters Corporation in New York, greatly im-
proving the dissemination of his music to cope with the increasing
worldwide demand at a time when he was producing almost nothing
new. The same year his first collection of lectures and essays, Silence,
was published, and installed him as the guru of a new libertarian avant-
garde, who heard his message that everything could be music—but
ignored the disciplines he had adopted to keep self at bay.

14. Kostelanetz, ed., John Cage, 145.
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In New York this avant-garde was represented by the Fluxus group.
La Monte Young (b. 1935), an early member, had come into contact
with Cage at Darmstadt in 1959, though he had already begun writing
strangely simple pieces, opening out from the fascination with sounds
of long duration that went back, so he has said, to listening to the wind
from inside the log house in which he grew up. His Trio for Strings of
1958, which has gained the aura of a classic and of the great progenitor
of what became known as ‘minimalism’, is a serial composition, but
with notes and rests extremely distended, so that sound or silence be-
comes the focus of attention, encouraging a listening into the extended
present. The new pieces of 1960 went beyond notation, being set down
as verbal instructions, and quietly indicating that the ‘composer’ was
now first listener:

Turn a butterfly (or any number of butterflies) loose in the performance
area.

When the composition is over, be sure to allow the butterfly to fly
away outside.

The composition may be any length but if an unlimited amount of
time is available, the doors and windows may be opened before the but-
terfly is turned loose and the composition may be considered finished
when the butterfly flies away.!”

Elsewhere in New York, Babbitt was using electronic means in a
different way from Cage’s in Cartridge Music, though similarly to ex-
plore the further reaches of what could be heard. In 1957, still seeking
a rhythmic analogue for pitch class, he had introduced the notion of
‘time points’ in Partitions for piano and All Set for jazz ensemble (a typi-
cal title from a verbal as well as musical punster). The time point of a
musical event is a measure of its position within the bar. Thus, if the
time signature is 3/4 and the unit of measurement is the semiquaver,
a note attacked on the first beat is said to occur at time point zero, a
note attacked a semiquaver later is at time point one, and so on. Where
the ‘interval between two durations’ is a concept of obscure meaning,
the interval between two time points is quite simply a duration. And
where there is no justification for regarding twelve durations as com-
pleting a durational octave, the time-point equivalent to the octave is
very present in the bar. For example, the interval between time points
zero and six, in the case just outlined, is six semiquavers; if the second
time point is delayed until the next bar, then this interval becomes a
bar plus six semiquavers.

However formally neat, though, the time-point system placed ex-
treme demands on articulation in performance, which was one reason
(along with the general lack of performers and performances) for Bab-
bitt’s exclusive and belated concentration on electronic composition

15. Composition 1960 No. 5.
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between 1961 and 1964. He made all his pieces on the RCA Synthe-
sizer at the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center in New York, ¢
a machine that, having little in common with the voltage-controlled
synthesizers developed later in the 1960s, could generate a wide vari-
ety of sounds or else alter sounds in quite precise ways. Oscillators and
noise generators provided the raw materials which the composer, giv-
ing the synthesizer its instructions on a punched paper roll, could obtain
at will with a high degree of control over pitch, timbre, and volume.
The apparatus was a kind of super-organ, with an enormous range of
stops, and it appeared most happily employed when used to form, as in
Babbitt’s compositions, quasi-orchestral polyphonies within the equal-
tempered twelve-note scale.

Babbitt’s first two works wholly on tape were the Composition for
Synthesizer (1960-61) and Ensembles for Synthesizer (1962-64), of which
the former moves to a climax that shakes at a single chord, while the
latter, in keeping with the development in his music at the time, is a
composite of many tiny and ingeniously worked fragments, one that
begins as an alternation between short counterpoints and chords from
which notes are successively removed, then continues as a closely in-
tegrated mosaic of more diverse ‘ensembles’. The composer acknowl-
edged the instrumental character of his electronic music, and voiced
reservations about works that, like Stockhausen’s Gesang der Jiinglinge
or Kontakte, are based on postulates particular to electronic means.
‘Perhaps’, he wrote, ‘a system founded on the unique resources of the
electronic medium, and on premises hitherto unknown and not as yet
even foreseeable, will be discovered and vindicated. Meanwhile, if it
is only meanwhile, there is still an unforeseeably extensive domain in
which the electronic medium uniquely can enrich and extend the mu-
sical systems whose premises have been tested, and whose resources
barely have been tapped.”!” What speaks here is his wariness not only
of Stockhausen but of that whole generation of European composers,
whose serial extrapolations he could not but find unsystematic and
therefore, in his terms, illegitimate.

Yet his caution did not keep him from taking advantage of the
dramatic possibilities of electronic music in his Philomel for soprano and
tape (1963). This work—a scena for the soloist to an invisible accom-
paniment of recorded soprano and synthesized sounds—is set at the
instant when the tongueless Philomel of the Ovid story undergoes
metamorphosis into a nightingale. That transformation can be accom-
plished in the mirror of the loudspeakers, the voice coming now from
the human soloist, present in the flesh, now from a disembodied entity

16. See his ‘An Introduction to the R.C.A. Synthesizer’, Journal of Music
Theory, 8 (1964), 251-65.

17. Milton Babbitt, ‘Twelve-Tone Rhythmic Structure and the Electronic
Medium’, Perspectives of New Music, 1/1 (1962), 49-79: 79.
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cousin to her; there is an echo song for the two. At the same time the
dense interweaving of electronically synthesized polyphony gives the
work an imposing musical continuity while making a poetic contribu-
tion in evoking the night forest through which Philomel flees and flies.
There is, also, a sympathy between the intensive punning of John
Hollander’s text—Feel a million filaments; fear the tearing, the feeling
trees, that are full of felony’—and the perpetual reinterpretation of
basic elements that is central to Babbitt’s music.

Exploiting the Moment: Stockhausen

Stockhausen’s tendency to describe himself as an originator, influenc-
ing many but influenced by none, is understandable in view of the
way his works from Kreuzspiel to Gesang der Jiinglinge were received, by
composers from the very youngest to the most distinguished of the
time, Stravinsky. But it seems possible that the arrival of Kagel, Ligeti,
and the young Cornelius Cardew (1936-81), all of whom came to live
in Cologne in 1957, had an effect on him: at least it extended his circle,
which also included the critic Heinz-Klaus Metzger, the poet Hans G.
Helms, various people in the art world, and colleagues from the early
days of the WDR electronic music studio, notably the composer Gott-
fried Michael Koenig. In such an intellectual environment, questions
of priority are undecidable: things that appear first in scores by Ligeti or
Kagel might have been provoked by suggestions from Stockhausen,
and vice versa. Indeed, Stockhausen’s whole career, since Kreuzspiel, had
shown how he could seize opportunities provided by encounters with
others, and his success in the electronic studio (the high place of Gesang
in the electronic repertory seems unassailable) was probably helped by
his skill in teamwork. The important difference now was that Cologne,
where Stockhausen was living until he moved out in 1964 to the house
he had designed at Kiirten, began to provide what Darmstadt had be-
fore: a forum of debate and artistic stimulation.

Inevitably there was a change in what he was producing. The com-
pletion of Gruppen, also in 1957, brought an end to a phase of highly
detailed and rapidly changing music; the next group of works—Zyklus
for percussionist (1959), Refrain for a chiming trio of piano, celesta, and
vibraphone (1959), Carré for four choral-orchestral groups (1959-60),
Kontakte (1958-60), an electronic piece to be played either alone or
with pianist and percussionist, and Klavierstiicke IX and X (1961)—shift
the centre towards slowness, more complex sounds, and greater lati-
tude in the execution of detail. Also noteworthy is the move from works
that would have to be played on mixed programmes to works that
chosen performers (Tudor and other pianists, especially Aloys Kontar-
sky and Frederic Rzewski, and the percussionist Christoph Caskel)
could perform at all-Stockhausen concerts. There were the beginnings
here of the ensemble that regularly presented his music between 1964
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and the early 1970s, and for which most of his works from that period
were written. For him, as for Boulez, contributing to a movement was
becoming less important than pursuing individual explorations.

Zyklus was Stockhausen’s masterpiece of graphic invention, using
indeterminate signs for indeterminate sounds—sounds that cannot be
completely defined by conventional notation (marimba and vibraphone,
the two instruments of precise pitch, are used only in glissandos), and
that may be prescribed merely as a scatter of attacks on a particular
instrument within a given time. Characteristically, Stockhausen estab-
lishes a scale of nine degrees of uncertainty that may exist within an
event, and uses that scale to mediate between what is prescribed and
what is loose. Equally characteristically, he creates the piece as the
image of a sound, a complex vibration in which nine constituents fol-
low staggered cycles of growth and decay: in the musical metaphor
there are nine chief instruments, and the player turns to them in turn
in moving through a circle within the battery. Spiral binding, as in
Boulez’s Trope, makes it possible to start the circuit at any point. The
need to complete the cycle gives Zyk/us an onwardness that Stock-
hausen had wanted to avoid in Klavierstiick X1, but at the same time the
freedom in the notation, including a freedom to introduce optional
elements, means that the implicit dynamism can be either endorsed
or countered by the performer, whose wheeling, clocklike movement
makes this Stockhausen’s first contribution to manifest instrumental
theatre. However, the greater visual achievement is the score’s, and
Stravinsky’s reservation (‘very attractive to look at, too—one almost
wishes it didn’t have to be translated into sound’!®) was perhaps shared
by Stockhausen himself, with his talk of music for reading.

Refrain is also an elegant package, but a simpler and sharper design
in letting chance into a determined framework. Taking up the tech-
nique of timbre composition he had developed not only in electronic
works but also in orchestral pieces from Spiel to Gruppen, Stockhausen
assembles sounds from the three principal instruments, using addi-
tional percussion instruments and vocal enunciations to colour attacks
and resonances. The vocal interventions, in particular, give to the piece
the aura of a ritual enactment, while the resonant sound world and the
long suspensions additionally make the piece a striking prefiguration of
the direction in which Stockhausen would travel after his first visit to
Japan, in 1965-66. This is the framework. The chance element con-
cerns the placing of the ‘refrain” material, with its clusters, its glissan-
dos, and its far more dynamic feel. On the single-page score, this music
is notated on a transparent strip that can be revolved to different posi-
tions against the six ‘verses’, which are therefore printed partly (where
the ‘refrain’ can fall) in concentric circles. Thus the score itself—a typi-

18. Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Memories and Commentaries (London,
1960), 118.
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cal European reinjection of intention into a Cage prototype (the kit
score of Fontana Mix)—displays that ‘curvi-linear’ form!? that Stock-
hausen was hoping to achieve by combining the stasis of randomness
with the dynamism of goal-orientation.

The intimacy of Refrain is unusual for Stockhausen; so is the brev-
ity. Its technique of composing timbres from vocal and instrumental
sounds he transferred to a more typical scale in Carré, whose similarity
to Gruppen, in being a work for spaced groups, is deceptive. Gruppen,
like Klavierstiick XI and Zyklus, was a magnified image of sound’s be-
haviour; Carré and Refrain return to more direct concerns with making
sounds. They mark a change from the speculative to the empirical, and
from variety to a concentration on static events. Stockhausen recalled
how the idea of Carré came to him during his first tour of the United
States, when he spent a lot of time in aeroplanes, and ‘I was always
leaning my ear . . . against the window, like listening with earphones
directly to the inner vibrations. And though a physicist would have
said that the engine sound doesn’t change, it changed all the time be-
cause I was listening to all the partials within the spectrum’.?° Here was
another, and important, discovery about musical time: that listening—
the movement of aural attention within the sound—could be a dy-
namic activity.

Carré accordingly became Stockhausen’s purest and most compre-
hensive essay in timbre composition with conventional resources:
music which, like the second movement of Spiel, calls for active con-
templation of sounds that succeed one another without any strong
sense of logical connection. But the work does not rely entirely on the
dynamism of listening, for its sounds generally have built-in gradual
change in the form, for example, of a slow glissando or the layering of
more precisely figured detail onto a smooth surface, and the work’s
tranquil unfolding is several times interrupted by the insertion of epi-
sodes that vigorously exploit the possibility, as at the climax of Gruppen,
of having sounds spin in the centrifuge of the separated ensembles.

One other innovation in Carré is significant. Having planned the
work, Stockhausen handed over much of the task of realization to
Cardew,?! which suggests a mode of working more characteristic of
the architectural practice than of the composer’s desk. No doubt Stock-
hausen had got used to working with associates in the electronic stu-
dio; there was also the point that he was pressed for time, since while
Carré was in progress he was simultaneously at work in the studio on

19. Note by the composer in K. H. Worner, Stockhausen: Life and Work
(London, 1973), 42.

20. Jonathan Cott, Stockhausen: Conversations with the Composer (London,
1974), 31.

21. See Cornelius Cardew, ‘Report on Stockhausen’s “Carré”’
102 (1961), 619-22, 698-700.

, Musical Times,



160 Modern Music and After

Kontakte. But the practical circumstances are less important than the
assumptions that made them possible—the assumption, in particular,
that one could separate the plan (Stockhausen’s term, which he used
when speaking of many of his works, is ‘form scheme’) from the detail,
with the implication that the plan is paramount. Serialism had sup-
posed a method of working from the small to the large; Stockhausen
had substituted a reverse process, and at the same time indicated that
the essence of composition is in the setting-up of musical situations,
whose particular conduct is relatively unimportant: whole sections of
Carré can be omitted.

Kontakte belongs with Carré in being for four sound sources at com-
pass points (but now loudspeakers), in its slowly changing sonorities,
and in its swirling of sounds through space. But at the same time it
capitalizes on properties unique to the electronic medium, as Stock-
hausen firmly asserted in a radio talk on the piece.?? He draws attention
to four ‘criteria’ that distinguish electronic from instrumental music—
or that, one might rather say (since all four had been interests of his
instrumental compositions), presuppose an electronic, analytic experi-
ence of sound and correspondingly lend themselves to electronic cre-
ativity. For example, two of them are old concerns of his—the compo-
sition and ‘de-composition” of timbres, the making of scales between
pitched tone and noise—that can be more easily and thoroughly pur-
sued in a medium where smooth transitions between dissimilar states
can be engineered. A third criterion is the possibility of scales of loud-
ness, which had been a rather unconvincing postulate of total serial-
ism, and which Stockhausen now uses, in a characteristic move from
theoretical integrity to display, for illusions of depth. By carefully regu-
lating volume and reverberation, he creates in Kontakte the effect of
distinct screens of sound receding from the listener, screens that may
be transparent to the ear, or that may be drawn back to reveal others
‘behind” them. In this artificial space, as important to the work as the
real space separating the loudspeakers, sounds may appear to come out
of the distance and then, dropping in pitch to imitate the Doppler ef-
fect, fly past the listener, irresistibly suggesting the aeroplane engines
that stimulated Carré.

But the most significant special feature of electronic music, and the
one Stockhausen places first, is the opportunity it provides to show
and to use the coherent unity of the three parameters of timbre, pitch,
and duration, or—as Stockhausen preferred to call them, his emphasis
shifting from the atomic, written note to the substantial, heard sound—
‘coloristic composition, harmonic-melodic composition and metrical-
rhythmic composition’. The continuity of the parameters, their com-
mon basis in the phenomenon of vibration, had of course been a

22. Karlheinz Stockhausen, ‘Die Einheit der musikalischen Zeite’, Texte, i
(Cologne, 1963), 211-21.
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Example 35 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kontakte

primary subject of the preceding group of works associated with the
essay ‘. ..how time passes . . . . But Kontakte, typically for this period,
makes the whole business more concrete. Example 35 shows a clear
instance—clear even in the graphic representation of the electronic
music—where a complex sound is progressively stripped of its compo-
nents, each of which appears to float away and degenerate into the
basic material from which the work was made: single impulses. Pro-
gressive deceleration of the constituents takes them smoothly from the
realm of timbre to that of pitched sound and so to that of rhythm.

The ‘contacts’ of the title may thus be understood as happening
among the parameters, and also between the domains of pitched sound
and noise, since the slowing components slip not just from pitch to
rhythm but from pitch to rhythmic noise. But there are also meta-
phorical contacts between sounds that appear familiar, because they
resemble sounds we meet in life (including music, especially the music
of percussion instruments—though everything here is artificially syn-
thesized), and sounds that are unknown, that we cannot immediately
categorize. In the alternative version, with pianist and percussionist con-
tributing a new level of ‘contacts” with the tape, the electronic images
of instrumental sounds create the opportunity for a dramatic interplay:
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the performers may seem to capture sounds from out of the ether, or
the tape may appear to hijack instrumental material and develop it way
beyond instrumental possibility. Or to quote the composer’s descrip-
tion: ‘The known sounds give orientation, perspective to the listening
experience; they function as traffic signs in the unbounded space of the
newly discovered electronic world.”?*> There is a case of instrumental-
electronic contact in the final segment of example 35, where both
players join the tape in blobs of sound in the upper register.

Example 35 may also suggest how Kontakte is a bundle of processes,
a matter more of forming than of form, going further in the composer’s
characteristic direction. The processes come to a suitable conclusion, in
a spinning swish of sound that disappears into the far distance and so
makes an effective withdrawal, but Stockhausen said that this ending
is arbitrary.?* In both Kontakte and Carré he sought alternatives to direc-
tional music, but left behind the mobile-form option of Klavierstiick XI,
Zyklus, and Refrain. His new means were long duration (Kontakte lasts
for more than thirty minutes, and Carré can take almost an hour, both
works playing continuously: now unremarkable, such expanses of sound
were quite exceptional at the time) and a diminishment of causal con-
nection between segments. As he said of Kontakte: “The musical events
do not take a fixed course between a determined beginning and an
inevitable ending, and the moments are not merely consequents of
what precedes them and antecedents of what follows; rather the con-
centration on the Now—on every Now—as if it were a vertical slice
dominating over any horizontal conception of time and reaching into
timelessness, which I call eternity: an eternity that does not begin at
the end of time, but is attainable at every moment’.?

This is the first and basic statement of Stockhausen’s concept of
‘moment form’,%¢ a kind of musical structure in which the ‘moments’,
each with its distinctive character and way, are to be heard as individ-
ual, as implicit eternities, rather than as stations on a journey. Where
Schoenberg in his serial works had attempted to find forces to compen-
sate for the loss of the directed thrust of diatonic harmony, Stockhau-
sen and his colleagues were moving along without. Barraqué found
in Hermann Broch’s novel The Death of Virgil an embedding of his own
conclusion that now there could be no conclusion, that music’s dy-
namic must be one of striving for unreachable attainment. Boulez
explicitly contrasted the old universe of tonal gravitation with the
new universe ‘in constant expansion’. And Stockhausen arrived at mo-
ment form, soon grandly celebrated in Momente for soprano, four choral
groups, brass octet, two electronic organs, and three percussion players.

23. Note with Vox STGBY 638.

24. See Worner, Stockhausen, 110.

25. Ibid., 46-47.

26. See also his ‘Momentform’, in Texte, i, 189-210.
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(The highly irregular formation is a testament to the optimism and the
funding that still buoyed up the key players in the European musical
vanguard. From Stockhausen’s point of view, the choice of resources
was an essential creative idea, and ought to be unrepeatable.)

Momente may well have been meant, like Punkte and Gruppen, as
the apotheosis and the exemplary instance of its declared technique
(Stockhausen cannot have been unaware of the function each new
piece would have as a teaching instrument at the next Darmstadt ses-
sion), and the individuality of the moments is made manifest in an
unusual return to mobile form.?” However, the score’s variability is
greatly circumscribed by the composer’s care for mediation, and also,
in the final version of 1972, by the sense of occasion that infuses a
long, exhilarating section that could never be anything but an open-
ing.?® In neither version are the moments freely interchangeable; rather
they must be organized like planets around the three suns that each
concentrate on one of the fundamental parameters, which are again
those that Stockhausen’s acoustic studies had taught him were funda-
mentally unified: duration, melody, and timbre. The planetary moments
mix these categories in different combinations, or else ignore them,
and the permissible forms are governed by associations of similarity
and contrast. Moreover, Stockhausen sprinkles the work with fore-
tastes of moments to come or reminiscences of moments past, so that,
characteristically, ideology is not immune to the claims of drama.

As a result, Momente is impressive not as a haphazard succession of
isolated events but as a spectacle and a grand synthesis.?? It follows
on from Gesang der Jiinglinge in ignoring any boundary between speech
and music, the solo soprano and the choirs enjoying a vast Kagelian
repertory of modes of vocal and nonvocal behaviour. With Kontakte it
shares a refusal to acknowledge any division between the pitched and
the unpitched, and it also ranks with that work as a crowning achieve-
ment in timbre composition, using its superficially limited but in effect
very versatile ensemble (an ensemble that of course holds the speech-
music and pitched-unpitched mediations implicit) to create a wealth of
complex sonorities, often dark and enclosed in the music of 1961-64,
more extravert and brighter in the sections written later. (The early
1960s found Stockhausen unusually recoiled both personally and pro-
fessionally. His invention of moment form was symbolic at a time when
the unified thrust of the 1950s seemed to have gone from music, and

27. Sketches for the work have been published as Ein Schliissel fiir ‘Mo-
mente’ (Kassel, 1971).

28. On the two versions, see Robin Maconie, The Works of Karlheinz Stock-
hausen (London, 1976, 1990), 137.

29. See Stockhausen’s note on the work in Worner, Stockhausen, 48-53,
for insights into the philosophical thinking on which the synthesis was partly
based.
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his affair with the U.S. visual artist Mary Bauermeister forced him to
rethink himself.)

The Last Concert: Nono

Momente became a momentous public statement only in the later stages
of its development, but even while Stockhausen was working on the
earlier version several of his colleagues were starting to concern them-
selves with music directed beyond the circuit of specialist festivals that
was by now giving them perhaps too comfortable a time. For Nono, the
existence of a new-music culture was artistic and political death: he
was interested in disrupting bourgeois conventions, not in creating a
new one. For Boulez too, the lapse from engaged attack into ordinary
life seems to have been dispiriting. Since 1945 he had been able to see
himself as the leader of a group in determined opposition; now there
was no group, and nothing to oppose. The works he had begun in
1956-57—the Third Piano Sonata, the second book of Structures, Figures-
Doubles-Prismes and Pli selon pli—remained the last new pieces he brought
to performance for almost a decade. As his conducting career took off
(at first mostly in programmes of twentieth-century music with Ger-
man radio orchestras and his own Domaine Musical ensemble), he en-
tered that long period during which most of his creative work has been
refashioning.

Nono found an alternative to that in continuing the attack on
other fronts. His Intolleranza (1960-61) was the first opera by one who
had not fled the ranks of the avant-garde (as Henze, for example, had),
and in it he projected onto the stage that spirit of contra-bourgeois feel-
ing and thinking he had seen as inherent in postwar musical practice.
The work is a protest against capitalist society’s heartless treatment of
an immigrant, a protest made as a sequence of short scenes that encap-
sulate incidents of inhumanity and, through the almost constant pres-
ence of the chorus, both universalize them and teach from them. All the
most broad and vigorous features of Nono’s previous output are brought
to a culmination: the strident handling of orchestral sonorities out of
Diario polacco and Incontri, the range of choral disposition from keenly
divided, extenuated textures to powerful massings, the solo melodic
lines of fierce expressive insistence. But for the first time these are com-
bined with electronic sounds of a penetrating force. Nono had made a
belated acquisition of studio techniques in Milan, producing his Omag-
gio a Emilio Vedova in 1960 (Vedova was the painter whose stark images
were projected during the first performances of Intolleranza), and he
began to realize that electronic music could provide him with both the
musical material and the forum for continuing his offensive against
bourgeois society. After two more sets of songs for voices and instru-
ments, the Canti di vita e d’amore (1962) and the Canciones a Guiomar
(1962-63), he turned his back on the resources of normal concert life.



1965

The phenomenon known as ‘the sixties” effectively began in
1965, the year President Lyndon Johnson initiated both his
‘Great Society’ and U.S. engagement in Vietnam, when the
abolition of the death penalty in Britain opened a short era of
liberalizing reforms, and when the Beatles performed at Shea
Stadium in New York.

As far as new music of other kinds was concerned, the
success of the various avant-gardes—those who had their
spiritual homes in Darmstadt, in Princeton, or in the nowhere
and everywhere of Cage—was bringing about their dissolu-
tion, as composers of a new generation, reacting to their
elders (whether positively or negatively), went off in different
directions. But still there were directions to go off in. Progress
remained as much an ideal as it had been for Boulez twenty
years before, except that it was much harder in this increas-
ingly various world to find a uniform historical imperative,
and progress without need provided the recipe for fashion.
Even in the mid-1950s, the newest works of Boulez and
Stockhausen, in particular, had been rapidly imitated by
younger composers, as if those works provided the key to the
future: Gruppen was followed by numerous scores for spaced
orchestral groups, Le Marteau by a host of adamantine ensem-
bles. By the middle of the next decade, the pursuit of fashion
and the splintering of factions had together created a turmoil
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of simultaneous developments, requiring some loosening of
the already loose chronology being followed here: the next
chapters follow streams that ran concurrently.

Something else that mattered was the increasing serious-
ness, range and appeal of popular music. The Beatles” album
Revolver (1966) was just one symptom of rock musicians’ urge
to develop their language, and to do so, in part, by looking
over the wall: the Beatles’ next release, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely
Hearts Club Band (1967) enshrines Stockhausen among the
gurus on its cover. And classically trained composers were
reciprocating the interest.



10

Of Elsewhen
and Elsewhere

Though the passage of time irrevocably obscures novelty of any kind,
one of the most striking features of the avant-garde music of the 1950s
and early 1960s remains its isolation, in so many respects of aim and
technique, from any immediate precedent. Separation from the past
became an item of belief: every feature cherished in the great Western
tradition was now to be abandoned, whether by destruction, in Boulez,
by blithe disregard, in Cage, or by intensive searching elsewhere, in
Stockhausen. Of course, the extreme apartness of 1951-52—the pe-
riod of Cage’s 4" 33", Stockhausen’s Kreuzspiel, and Boulez’s first book
of Structures—was soon compromised in all kinds of ways, and rap-
prochements were made: Cage returned to writing music, and Boulez
and Stockhausen found themselves caught up in more continuous ways
of moving through time. But making things new was still the ideal.
Boulez has consistently been the most vociferous spokesman for
this position, despite his vigorous conducting activity, especially dur-
ing the 1970s, within the museum of musical tradition. Writing in the
middle of that decade, fanfaring the foundatio