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Prelude

This is not a history of music since 1945. It is not even a history of Western 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 innovations of a generation before—those of The Rite of Spring, of Schoen-berg’s early atonal works, of Debussy’s perpetual flux, of Varèse’s rampant percussion, of Ives’s polyphony of styles—had not been followed up. They had also been largely ignored by the world of musical performance. 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 uncertainty 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 recent 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.


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 diminished. 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 dropping 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 therefore 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.

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.


1

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. Nevertheless, 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 Messiaen (1908–92) during these years was composing his largest and most elaborate work so far, the Turangalîla 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 direction, and Pierre Schaeffer (1910–95), in the studios of Radiodiffusion-Télévision Française, was working towards the first examples of musique concrète, music made by transforming recorded sounds and composed not onto paper but onto the heavy black discs of the contemporary 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, Stravinsky, and jazz. In Budapest and Milan, György 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 consecutive 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 forbidden, and works of which we knew nothing, were held up for our admiration 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.’1

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 Turangalîla (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 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 hostile to his erstwhile master. In a critical paragraph from one of his earliest essays, published in 1948, he concluded that Messiaen ‘does not compose—he juxtaposes.’2

To some extent, the hostility was the display of a delayed adolescence; 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, Schoenberg, Berg, Bartók, 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 predecessors 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 Bartók 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 attached to the classical bar and the old idea of rhythm’, and Varèse ‘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 exemplar3—even Webern is glancingly, parenthetically chided for ‘his attachment to rhythmic tradition’.

Messiaen recalled that during this period Boulez ‘was in revolt against everything’;4 Boulez himself remembers that ‘it was our privilege to make the discoveries and also to find ourselves faced with nothing’.5 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 not only the Milhauds and Poulencs but also the Messiaens and Schoenbergs, 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 rebellious 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.’6

Boulez wholeheartedly endorsed the view—voiced 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 Schoenberg’s Wind Quintet that was broadcast immediately after the liberation of France. It is not clear whether what Boulez heard was the original 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’.7

In retrospect, it is ironic that Schoenberg’s Op. 26 should have been the work to provide this determining experience, for while Schoenberg’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 Leibowitz in ‘Proposals’.8 The bombshell might be more easily understood if this had been Boulez’s first encounter with anything by Schoenberg, 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 believe 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’;9 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 formative experiences is almost that of religious conversion: the ‘branding’, the ‘revelation’. Schoenberg’s Op. 26 provided a road-to-Damascus experience.

A few published excerpts from Boulez’s early compositions10 hint at what happened. A Toccata—one of five piano pieces written in December 1944 and January 1945, and therefore before the confrontation with serialism—seems to be attempting to create a totally chromatic world by rapidly piling up motifs characteristic of Messiaen’s modes. Particularly prominent are motifs including a tritone and a perfect 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 gruppetti, 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 extremely 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 l’Enfant-Jésus, which Messiaen was completing when Boulez joined his class—and Bartók).

After the experience of Schoenberg’s Op. 26, in the Theme and Variations for piano left hand (June 1945) and the first two movements of a Quartet for ondes martenot (August–September 1945), we 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 slowness (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 withdrawn, 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 Pauline conversion but revolutionary activism. To many of his contemporaries the connections were inescapable: the connections between rethinking 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 before 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 Europeans 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 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”’.11

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 European serialism,12 and Boulez’s only evidence of reciprocal interest was a single performance (of Babbitt’s Correspondences for string orchestra and tape in 1973) when he was at the head of the New York Philharmonic. Besides, there is the testimony of the pieces they were writing 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 Bartók 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’.13 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 understand 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 dynamism 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 (see example 1): major sevenths, major thirds (plus one major tenth), tritones, and fifths, including two expressions of the tritone-fifth motif, as [image: Image]–E–A and D–[image: Image]–[image: Image]. 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 interval content while avoiding Webern’s symmetry. The piano accompanies 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. Instead, metre and beat are in a turmoil of change, and progress is maintained, 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 [image: Image] – B cell that is the piano’s focus in this passage. Webern’s straight-line geometries 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 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 Sonatina’s most radical departure: to be open to non-European music without recourse to any kind of exoticism.
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Example 1 Pierre Boulez, Sonatina

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 texture now is distinctly predictive of Boulez’s later music. At other points, as in the section beginning at bar 296, Boulez destroys the series wilfully 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 predecessors, in looking out from Europe, in expanding serial technique, and in conveying an unmistakeable determination all his own, is extraordinary 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’,14 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 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 movements, 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 chronological 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 character, and in spite of its own very restricting form the destruction of all these classical moulds was quite deliberate.’15

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 violence 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 customarily 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’. Destructiveness is at least implicit, too, in what he wrote at the time in ‘Proposals’: the destructiveness of one whose only response to his musical forefathers was antagonistic, and the destructiveness of one whose ideal was ceaseless change. If there were to be a coherent relationship between 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 universe; as he wrote in ‘Proposals’, ‘the principle of variation and constant renewal will guide us remorselessly’.16
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Example 2a Pierre Boulez, Piano Sonata No. 2, opening
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Example 2b Pierre Boulez, Piano Sonata No. 2, later in first movement

The most usual result of this principle in the Second Sonata is a tangled counterpoint of cells, frequently in three or four parts, perpetually 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 example 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.

Cellular counterpoint of this kind is alternated in the first movement with vigorous chordal charges (Tempo II) that serve to reinject the music with energy whenever it shows signs of flagging or of coming 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 created 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♯/A♭ are so fixed (constituting 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 second 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 interrupted by musical parentheses in faster or slower tempos: this is what Boulez meant by referring to the medieval practice of troping. Contrasting with this elaborate structure, the third movement is straightforwardly a scherzo with three trios,17 though passed through the filter of variation form (the four scherzo sections are related as original, retrograde 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 ramified 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 development 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 approach to rhythm—one that Messiaen had introduced in the movements ‘Turangalîla II’ and ‘Turangalîla III’ of his Turangalîla symphony18 Both composers used rhythmic values that are all multiples of a semiquaver; the Boulez passage has values between two and nine semiquavers, with some relationships between successions of values in different polyphonic 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 noteworthy, and similarly significant in the light of Boulez’s future development, 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 structures may even be placed in open conflict, provided there is the notional coherence of both having the same abundant freedom.

Example 2b 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 counterpoint 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 aspects 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 rhythmic 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 modifications 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 obliterated 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.’19 The massively powered 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 conservative practice with regard to form. Simultaneously, Boulez effaces his own constructive means (while leaving traces for readers of the printed music), not only by piling up rhythmic cells so that they obliterate one another, as in example 2, but also by pressing his proliferating 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 alliance—between master and pupil than to place Boulez’s Second Piano Sonata alongside Messiaen’s precisely contemporary Turangalîla symphony. 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 symphony is a ten-movement cycle of celebration: a celebration of exhilarating 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 impulse. In almost everything Boulez has said and written about his own music, the interlacing of creation and destruction is seen in quite abstract 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’20—ideals that accorded with his musical project. As to his expressive affiliations, 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 reinterpreted 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 (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’,21but 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: ‘I have a horror of discussing verbally what is so smugly called the problem of aesthetics … I prefer to return to my lined paper.’22

The work he returned to his lined paper to write was the Livre pour quatuor (1948–49), his first instrumental work without piano. The medium of the string quartet inevitably imposed, as he has said, ‘a certain reticence’,23 but it also made available a wide variety of tone colour, for he took up effects to be found in the quartets of Debussy, Bartók, Berg, and Webern. Of the six projected movements, the even-numbered ones (except perhaps for IV, which has been neither published nor performed) are those in which attention is fixed most firmly on the development 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 première of the work: movements I and II were not heard until 1955, and III, 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 Deliège, 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.

Musique Concrète

The presence of the ondes martenot in the music that Boulez and Messiaen were writing at this time—Boulez’s Quartet and Le Visage nuptial, Messiaen’s Turangalîla—can be understood in various ways: Boulez was a performer on the instrument, and Messiaen used its capacity to suggest 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 concrète’: Etude aux chemins de fer, a three-minute piece made by manipulating recordings of railway trains.24

Experiments with discs had been conducted before the war, notably (and independently) by Milhaud, Hindemith, and Varèse, but it remained 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 playback, isolating elements from it, and superimposing one sound on another. Just as important as these possibilities was the change to the art of composition. Every example of musique concrète was an improvisation created by the composer working directly with the sounds available: 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 irrelevant. 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 innovations—techniques of sound transformation for the one, principles of rhythm and form adequate to serialism for the other—were historically 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’, could transform its character, so that a bell stroke, for instance, would be changed into something more like an organ tone. Armed with techniques of this kind, he hoped to employ an array of gramophone turntables as ‘the most general musical instrument possible’, providing facilities for altering any sound derived from the real world (hence the term ‘musique concrète’ 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 optimistic 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 orchestral, as well as many from everyday objects—in eleven short movements of diverse character, by turns sensual, whimsical, and menacing. The work received its première 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 production, and with the formal establishment by French radio of a Groupe de Musique Concrète in 1951, the way was open for a wider dissemination of the means of electronic music. For Boulez and Messiaen, 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 concrète, the year when Messiaen completed Turangalîla 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.25 Scherchen was a great instigator. He had conducted Pierrot lunaire on its 1912 tour, and given the first performance of Berg’s Wozzeck fragments, among many premières; since 1933 he had been living in Switzerland. He was active in the International Society 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 importance 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 explicitly anti-fascist piece, Variazioni canoniche sulla serie dell’op.41 di Arnold Schoenberg (i.e., the Ode to Napoleon).
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Example 3Luigi Nono, Variazioni canoniche

The title could be misleading. Nono’s interpretation of both variation 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 Varèsian favouring of unpitched 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 objects between the strings: the printed music includes a ‘table of preparations’ 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 composer 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 prepared piano was perhaps consciously developed as a homemade substitute for electronic synthesis. In 1937, Cage had expressed his optimistic view of the potential electronic evolution of music,1 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 of compact technological boxes, inside which all audible sounds, including noise, would be ready to come forth at the command of the composer’.2 In this article he had gone on to describe the work he had recently done at a Chicago radio station, using electrical gadgets (buzzers, 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 Interludes relate to Cage’s electronic essays, they also connect with his earlier works for his own percussion orchestra, such as the First Construction (in Metal) for six players (1939), since the prepared piano is effectively a one-man percussion group. This concentration on percussive 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 duration (possessed by all kinds of sound, and by silence) rather than harmony (possessed only by pitched tones in combination). In his ‘Defense of Satie’3—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 duration 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 forming 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 subsections 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 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 considered as containing twenty-eight crotchets, and so can express the sequence 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 elements’, though these often state fragments of the ‘Law’ in miniature: the ratio 1:3, for instance, features several times, from the first bar onwards, as well as in its rightful places at bars 2 and 4. The sonata therefore displays the same proportioning on three levels: in the subsectioning of the whole, in the rhythmic divisions of subsections, and in the fine detail of the rhythmic divisions.
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Example 4 John Cage, Sonatas and Interludes

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 accompaniment, which employs single tones, intervals, triads and aggregates requiring one or more of the instruments for their production’4 (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 independent 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 orchestra of twenty-two soloists in the concerto, the players again contributing to a monorhythmic line of detached sound events.

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.5 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’.7 Then in the String Quartet he was stimulated by Eastern associations of summer with preservation, autumn with destruction, winter with peace, and spring with creation.

Given Cage’s interests in rhythm and in Eastern music, his relationship 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 liberating France from its political and intellectual bondage, and representative, 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 instruments, and by his handling of complex sounds not as agents of harmonic meaning but as events in themselves, and as events that suggested 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.’8 But by that time, when Boulez had made the breakthrough into total serialism, Cage’s retreat from Western rhetoric—to be observed progressively in the Sonatas and Interludes, 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 between 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 extensive 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 possibility of removing his own creative wishes. ‘I let the pianist express the opinion that music should be improvised or felt,’ he said of the Concerto’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 movement had only one set of moves [dictated by coin tossing9] 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’.10

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 composition without the composer’s will or decision, and so without any deliberate 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, unimpeded by service to any abstraction, their 360 degrees of circumference free for an infinite play of interpenetration. Value judgments are not in the nature of this work as regards either composition, performance, or listening. The idea of relation (the idea: 2) being absent, anything (the idea: 1) may happen. A “mistake” is beside the point, for once anything happens it authentically is’.11

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 allows 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 return, 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 repetition (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 substituted for the latter his charts, of eight-by-eight arrays of numbers that he could use to dictate musical parameters—in this case, the wavelengths, durations, and dynamic levels to be set on the twelve radios. All these parameters are notated, but of course there is no way of knowing 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 anything. 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 Landscape 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 performance of Boulez’s Second Sonata on December 17, 1950. Tudor was to remain one of his regular collaborators and friends; both men were associated 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 measured 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 divided, the left-hand cluster gets in the way of other incidents. In such cases ‘the performer is to apply his own discretion’.
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Example 5 John Cage, Music of Changes

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, the ruthlessness. For one thing, few other musicians would have carried through the project of chance-composing every detail in a packed three-quarter-hour work, and of then going on in that direction: apologizing 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’.12 The laborious mechanism of chance composition was not only a bulwark against creative intention; it withered creative intention. And yet by denying himself choice, Cage paradoxically intensified 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’.13 Slowed beat in the String Quartet and the Concerto for prepared piano had already reduced the sense of music driving 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 medium in Imaginary Landscape No. 5 (1951–52) and Williams Mix (1952). Tape music was then in its infancy. The Russian-born Vladimir Ussachevsky (1911–90), who taught at Columbia University, gave a demonstration 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 Ussachevsky’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 Ussachevsky-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.14 But by now he was concerned not so much with new sounds as with tape as a holding medium. The notation 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 stayed on to create the vastly more complex Williams Mix, named in honour of the patron, Paul Williams, who had funded the work. Williams 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 literature of music’, ‘wind-produced sounds, including songs’ and ‘small sounds requiring amplification to be heard with the others’15—and subjected 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, following the chance-ordered plan. ‘So that it is not “my” work’.16

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 creating 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 première, 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 much piano music) and an assistant in the electronic studio. In Robert Rauschenberg, whom he met in 1948,17 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 nonintention: Feldman and Wolff came into his orbit in 1950; Brown joined the group two years later.
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Example 6 Morton Feldman, Projection II

Some of Wolff’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 Intersections ‘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’.18 Example 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 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’.19 The exceptions to his world of low-density, low-speed, low-volume music were few and extreme: the hectically eventful Intersection III for piano, or the unrealized and probably unrealizable Intersection for tape.20
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Example 7 Earle Brown, December 1952

The fact that Feldman had such a thing as a personal sound-world is emblematic of his distance from Cage; Brown’s objectives were different 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 contextual rightness of Pollock’s spontaneity and directness in relation to the material and his particular image of his work’.21 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 notation, 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; December 1952, less ambitiously, elided that between music and design.
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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’:1 uppermost in his mind, surely, must have been his relationship with Boulez. However, his leap from the Cinq 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 Messiaen’s class on June 7, 19492 and at a soirée when Boulez delivered a slightly circumspect introduction.3 Boulez’s reference here to ‘duration, amplitude, frequency, and timbre—in other words, the four characteristics of a sound’ echoes a statement of sound’s quaternary nature in Cage’s recent essay ‘Forerunners of Modern Music’,4 and suggests that the definition of these four parameters, which provided the organizational basis for total serialism, came from Cage. The setting-up of compositional 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 parameters, automatic operation—and the Mode de valeurs (see example 8) would be the almost inevitable result.
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Example 8 Olivier Messiaen, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités

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 Varèse (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 of twelve chromatic pitches and twelve ‘chromatic durations’. These, following the principle of rhythmic arithmetic in the Turangalîla symphony, 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 parameters, 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 serialism, there is a tendency to maintain contiguous fragments of the duration 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.5

For Messiaen, the Mode de valeurs was at an extreme point of pre-compositional systematization. In the larger piano piece Cantéyodjayâ (1949) he had placed a fraction of similar music along with other elements in a dance of the possibilities open to him after the Turangalîla 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 François 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 Ile de feu II, 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:

[image: Image]

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 durées’), sequences whose interversions could intimate cosmic stretches of time.

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 commercial recording, and it was in this audible form that the Mode de valeurs returned to Darmstadt in 1951. Among the students there was Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928–2007), who was immediately attracted by what he called a ‘fantastic music of the stars’:6 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 Goeyvaerts 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 terminology) 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 Goeyvaerts 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,8 proved to contain valuable pointers. Its second movement, for example, uses only three dynamic markings and five varieties 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 values, seven modes of attack (as in the Mode de valeurs), and four dynamic levels. (The outer two movements, planned to contrast with the rationality within, are counterpoints of irrational cells derived more directly 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 palindromes may be slightly upset by registral displacements of motifs, and in Messiaen (‘Regard de l’onction terrible’ from the Vingt Regards sur l’Enfant Jésus).

In the central movements of Goeyvaerts’s sonata, cues from Webern 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 reintroduced 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’.9

Stockhausen’s susceptibility to this could not have been predicted from the pieces he had written before going to Darmstadt in the summer of 1951: the shock of the encounter with Messiaen and Goeyvaerts 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 immediate 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.10 Since at this point 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 parallel 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 instrumentation may well have been, for Stockhausen, a further sign of deep wholeness.
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Example 9 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kreuzspiel

The example shows the opening of the first of the three main sections, 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 divided 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 symmetry 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).
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