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Series Editor's Foreword Studies in Contemporary Music and Culture

Joseph Auner



Now that we have entered a new century, many of the established historical narratives of twentieth-century music are being questioned or reconfigured. New approaches from cultural studies or feminist theory, methodologies adapted from such disciplines as literary theory, philosophy, and anthropology, and debates about the canon, postmodernism, globalization, and multiculturalism are profoundly transforming our sense of both what the repertoire of twentieth- and twenty-first-century music is and how it should be understood. “Studies in Contemporary Music and Culture” provides a forum for research into topics that have been neglected by existing scholarship, as well as for new critical approaches to well-known composers, movements, and styles.

Volumes in this series will include studies of popular and rock music; gender and sexuality; institutions; the audience and reception; performance and the media; music and technology; and cross-cultural music and the whole range of the crossover phenomenon. By presenting innovative and provocative musical scholarship concerning all aspects of culture and society, it is our aim to stimulate new ways to listen to, study, teach, and perform the music of our time.


 Postmodern Music/Postmodern Thought 



Section I Theoretical Foundations and Debates



CHAPTER 1 Introduction


Judy Lochhead


DOI: 10.4324/9781315054506-2

Critical writings on issues of philosophical, cultural, and aesthetic postmodernism have played a prominent if not dominant role in a wide variety of humanistic disciplines during the last twenty years. Occasionally, this “postmodern debate” has migrated into the domains of the natural and mathematical sciences, raising questions about the foundations of scientific explanation. The debate has been vital, contentious, and nearly ubiquitous in a wide variety of disciplinary discussions. Within the domain of musical studies, issues of postmodernism have trickled into the discourse with little sustained discussion about how the term might apply and to what kinds of musical phenomena it might refer. Of the writing that has occurred, three types may be discerned: English-language writing about popular music, German-language writing about concert music, and English-language writing about concert music.

Of the three types, discussion of the postmodern aspects of music within popular culture has been the most prevalent. A wide variety of authors have contributed to an understanding of the new genre of music video and about how music is used in and affected by postmodern cultural forms. Some examples include: Goodwin 1987, [1988] 1990, 1992; Kaplan 1987; Lipsitz 1990, 1994; Straw [1988] 1993. In German-language musicology there was a relatively sustained response to the issues raised by Jürgen Habermas's 1981 essay “Modernity—An Incomplete Project” with respect to the compositional work of composers within the concert tradition, addressing the music of John Cage, George Rochberg, György Ligeti, Wolfgang Rihm, and Peter Ruzicka (Habermas [1981] 1987). (See also Joakim Tillman's essay in this volume for more on the “German debate” in music.) And finally, English-language musicology has recently begun to address questions of postmodernism in the concert tradition over the last decade (see, for instance, J. Kramer 1995; Morgan 1992; McClary 1989; Hartwell 1993; Pasler 1993; Watkins 1994).

The authors within these three types of discussion all address music written after World War II, employing concepts from the wide domain of postmodern thought. Since the mid-1980s another and mostly different group of authors have developed a “postmodern” musicology, defining new paradigms of understanding music in general. The resulting “New Musicology” has indeed generated a vital debate whose ripples have been felt beyond the discipline itself (see, for instance, L. Kramer 1995; McClary 1991; Tomlinson 1993). Motivated on the one hand by Foucauldian notions of cultural power and on the other by Gadamerian hermeneutics, the New Musicology typically focuses on historical music of the concert tradition (music composed before 1945) or on music outside the concert traditions (music of the popular and jazz traditions). In the New Musicology, the focus on historical music confirms what some have described as a postmodern engagement with the past through twentieth-century technological developments—notably recording technologies for music—that bring the past palpably into the present. Further, it provides critique of the various ways that music functions in social settings as a tool either of social power or affirmation1 and as a consequence paves the way for the scholarly study of musical traditions which had typically been excluded. The influx of ideas from the various strands of postmodern thought has enacted a flattening of traditional hierarchies, effectively broadening the canon. Ironically, however, the focus on historical music within New Musicology has a conservative—perhaps even neo-conservative—effect of reinscribing the canon. This new postmodern musicology entails on one hand, a methodological shift in its approach to canonic works of the Western concert tradition and on the other, an embrace of music in the popular and jazz traditions as well as music outside of the West. In the latter case, the music may be approached with either the new methods or more traditional, “modernist” ones.2

A vigorous scholarly interest in recent practices in the concert tradition has not arisen as a response to postmodern methodologies in the New Musicology or to postmodern thought in humanistic studies generally. Such a seeming reluctance to study and write about recent practices does not occur in the sister arts where there is a strong tradition of writing about recent work. A quick survey of books devoted to contemporary art confirms a serious scholarly interest (see, for instance, Foster 1996; Krauss 1985; Kuspit 1993). It may be that music scholars have been concerned to let “time be the test” of musical value or to avoid the appearance of advocacy. But such attitudes contradict postmodern theories of “situated knowledge” and “institutional power” which maintain that value, not an absolute quality, arises in a context of beliefs and that the choices writers make necessarily amount to advocacy. In fact, the newly affirmed interest in writing on popular music and jazz within academic musicology entails advocacy based on revised notions of value.

One might construe the reticence of professional music scholars to write about recent music in the concert tradition as in fact advocacy not only of a particular music but of traditions of thinking about music. The more established pathways of thought about historical music—especially music of the canon— may offer more satisfying intellectual rewards for scholars, thus confirming personal and professional goals. Furthermore, those established pathways of critical and analytical appraisal which have worked for Beethoven and Mozart apply relatively well to Coltrane and the Beatles. This applicability allows an opening up of the canonic repertoire without requiring new critical/analytical methodologies. Further, one may observe that recent composers themselves write infrequently about their own or others' music—an absence that stands in stark contrast to the practices of the prior generation.3

The relative silence in print about recent concert music in various sorts of specialist and non-specialist scholarly venues has complex sources. It is not, however, the goal of this volume to analyze the motivations for this silence. Rather, the intent is multi-faceted: to stimulate a sustained scholarly discussion of recent musical practices, to broaden discussion of the implications of postmodern thought for music scholarship, and further to encourage conversations about music that participate in the issues and debates confronting society today. In other words, we hope to overcome the tendency for music to “lag behind the other arts.” Our goals build upon and extend work begun at a conference, “Postmodernism and Music,” held at the State University of New York at Stony Brook in March 1999 under the auspices of the Department of Music and the Greater New York Chapter of the American Musicological Society.4

Several of the essays here were delivered at the conference, while the remaining were solicited for the volume. They are grouped into four categories. In Section I, “Theoretical Foundations and Debates,” the essays address general issues of musical postmodernism and engage a broad range of prior thought about postmodern thought generally. In Section II, “Scaling the High/Low Divide,” the essays take into consideration music from domains of music making that have been considered separate and in hierarchical terms, exploring the implicit relations between these domains in postmodern practices. The essays of Section III, “Compositional Voices,” investigate in some detail particular works of specific composers with respect to questions of postmodern aesthetics. And finally, the essays in Section IV, “Linking the Visual and Aural Domains,” focus on how film and music are entwined in the construal of meaning in a postmodern context.


Postmodernism 2000?

The question of why in the 1980s the postmodern debate never fully captured the imaginations of musicologists in English-language scholarship might well be understood as incidental to the question of why it should be necessary or relevant to raise the question of postmodernism at all in the new millennium. Two responses are relevant to this project. First, any number of writers in musical and other domains have questioned the usefulness of the term, remarking on its conceptual slipperiness and its broadstroke and hence feeble descriptive powers. While it might be attractive to refuse the term as some have suggested in various others fields, that response continues the self-imposed exclusionary practices of music scholars with respect to issues in the rest of the humanities. If musicology and music theory hope to be more than parasitic on intellectual developments in other fields, they must take up the debates, showing how musical production is implicated in its social context— how it reflects and constructs that context. And while such study of music should rightly consider how music of the past is used in the context of contemporary consumer society, it should also consider the musics that are produced in all of the various traditions of music-making—popular, jazz, and concert music.

The second response is practical yet equally central: the term “postmodern” freely circulates in various types of informal and formal writings about music. Consider these examples:


From the New York Times, Arts and Leisure Section, July 12, 1998, the headline of an article on George Rochberg reads: “From an Early Postmodernist, a Day of Overdue Vindication”

From the promotional blurb about Glenn Watkins's 1994 historical study of 20th century music, Pyramids at the Louvre: Music, Culture, and Collage from Stravinsky to the Postmodernists: “A rich and revealing picture of twentieth-century music and the arts, Watkins' work shows us what our present Postmodern aesthetic owes to our Modernist past.”

From a review in Spin of Sonic Youth's covers of twentieth-century avant-garde works, Goodbye 20th Century: “Expressway to yr skull? More like a stairway to postmodernist heaven, the two CD Goodbye finds SY and pals rifling through scores by venerable odd ball composers.” (Hermes 2000)


The term “postmodern” is in full use in descriptions of musical practice, and its growing prevalence suggests a responsibility to demarcate the dimensions of its meanings. Further, refusal to address the term would simply amount to a refusal of postmodern linguistic theory which claims the undecidability and fluidity of meaning.

The essays included in this volume attest to both a certain unease about the term and the various ways it has been utilized. They also demonstrate the kind of category the term “postmodernism” implies: it is not a category defined by simple “binaries” as the prefix “post” implies, and it is a category whose defining features remain elusive. Such conceptual slipperiness is not the exclusive domain of postmodernism, however. Contemplating the concept of time in the fourth century St. Augustine remarked: “What, then, is time? I know well enough what it is, provided that nobody asks me; but if I am asked what it is and try to explain, I am baffled” (Augustine 1977, 264). Not one to be deterred by such difficulties of understanding, Augustine proceeded to write persuasively on time, his thoughts serving as the beginning point for several centuries of writers wishing to “pin down” a concept of time. Like Augustine, the authors included in this text have taken on the challenge not necessarily to “pin down” and hence make static a meaning of musical postmodernism, but rather to demarcate the various kinds of significances the term may have in current thinking about musical practices.

If the scholarship on music included here is to mark an engagement with current humanistic thought about musical practices in the present, then it needs to be cognizant of the issues that have been the focus of debates in literature, art, philosophy, and cultural studies generally. And while it will not be practical nor intellectually necessary to give a thorough overview of the postmodern debate, it is helpful to delineate for readers its broad outlines and to articulate some important sources of information.5


Postmodernity/Postmodernism: The Issues

The “postmodern debate” that so dominated thinking in humantistic disciplines in the 1980s necessarily engaged questions of basic definitions. Its prefix of “post” implies a link to the modern, another term that has taken a variety of differing meanings. If the link is understood as a temporal demarcator, then questions arise as to how clear a break is implied and to how the postmodern responds to the modern. Hal Foster argues for two kinds of responses: a postmodernism of resistance that “seeks to deconstruct modernism and resist the status quo” and a postmodernism of reaction that “repudiates” modernism in order to “celebrate” the status quo (Foster [1983] 1998, xii). The general issue revolves around whether the postmodern is discontinuous or continuous with the modern trajectory and whether the modern is figured in negative or positive terms. Such issues of response further engage the question of whether the postmodern marks an underlying change of paradigm with respect to social order and intellectual thought or whether it denotes stylistic changes that apply to surface mannerisms.

General questions about what the postmodern might entail have been fueled by a wide variety of thought in the humanities. Work by scholars in the more traditional disciplines of philosophy, English, and comparative studies have defined new areas of thought focused on gender, sexuality, and culture which have resulted in the transformation of existing disciplines and the creation of new ones. Questions that had been central in the traditional disciplines have been replaced or radically transformed by such recent work and by technological developments. Here I sketch out some of the changes central to the postmodern debate that are relevant for thinking about music.

Concepts of time and temporality have been transformed in the wake of theories of indeterminacy and chaos in the sciences and mathematics, of technological developments that affect the speed of travel and communication, and of a general questioning of teleology. Time and temporal processes in general are no longer understood to imply a futurally-directed progress in which events are causally related. Lyotard makes the link to historical thinking in The Postmodern Condition, arguing that the postmodern attitude eschews “grand narratives” and embraces instead local stories of understanding (Lyotard [1979] 1997). Extrapolating further from teleological notions of history, postmodern theorists understand such grand narratives as reductive and exclusionary and as having negative social and economic implications for those groups whose “stories” have been erased.

Concepts of space have been similarly transformed. The rapidity of world travel and the visual accessibility of far away places and long-ago times through electronic media are coordinated with changing perceptions and conceptions of physical and social distance. These changes register in our bodily interactions with cultural difference in terms of place and time. The far away may now be physically close and the past may be palpably here through sound and sight technologies. Further, changing perceptions and conceptions of distance draw attention to issues of perspective that affect epistemology. Knowledge is understood as “situated” not “absolute,” as Donna Haraway has argued in “Situated Knowledges” (1988). And the bodily basis of knowledge has been articulated through numerous studies in fields ranging from philosophy to gender studies to performance studies (see in, particular, Merleau-Ponty [1962] 1978; Johnson 1987; Case 1996; Phelan 1993).

The epistemological changes that are linked with changing conceptions of time and space have manifested themselves in philosophical thought generally. Conceptions of perspectival knowledge have called into question the idea of truth and more generally the binary nature of understanding. If all knowledge reflects the cultural and historical place and time of the one who knows, then no single perspectival knowledge is privileged and hence no particular way of understanding the world is true in any absolute sense. Such a non-foundational epistemology has resulted in a number of differing philosophical formulations. Derrida demonstrates the implicitly binary nature of thought and identifies its exclusionary and hence negative social implications (see Derrida 1976, 1982). Rorty seeks a philosophical goal in the concept not of “truth” but of “edification” (see Rorty 1979); and a variety of post-phenomenological philosophers offer experiential understanding as sufficiently foundational (Ihde 1976; Casey 1987).

Non-foundational philosophical perspectives have further resulted in a focus on knowing as interpretive. If knowledge is understood as perspectival, then whatever is known must be a result of interpretative understanding. In such a framework, lived experience—in other words, perception of the world— is the embodiment of cultural convention. And while it finds a basis in the world as cultural construct, perception is a creative act, not simply the apprehension of absolute givens. Various authors have taken up issues concerning the interpretive nature of knowledge, linking the change to larger philosophical shifts in the twentieth century that have focused on the constitutive role of language (see Rabinow and Sullivan 1987; Ricoeur 1976; Taylor [1971] 1987). The interpretive function may also be observed in Roland Barthes's landmark essay, “The Death of the Author” (1977), which relocates the source of meaning from the author to an interaction between creator and receiver (reader, listener, viewer), each of whom is understood as part of an inter subjective context that confers meaning.

Another distinct yet related entry into questions of knowledge occurs in Michel Foucault's several influential books. His later work in particular demonstrates in great empirical detail how knowledge arises out of the historically situated discursive practices of social institutions. He argues that social discourses and practices fundamentally shape what can be construed as knowledge and give rise to social power. Foucault's non-foundational epistemology and its focus on social power has become a springboard for various studies of constituencies marginalized by discursive and instititional practices. These include not only human constituencies as exemplified in studies focusing on the construction of gender, on “queer” practices, on ethnicity, and on class, but also hierarchical artistic categories which segregate on the basis of “high” and “low” practices (see, in particular, Foucault 1972, 1979, 1980).

Issues of social power and discursive practices have also focused attention on the nature of representation, that is on how various linguistic, visual, and aural depictions do the work of constructing social attitudes and behaviors. While various authors have shown how linguistic, visual, and aural images work within a discursive practice, one example from gender studies illustrates how behaviors are inscribed in and read from bodily action. In “Throwing Like a Girl,” Iris Marion Young (1990) demonstrates both how physical actions of throwing may bear the marks of female embodiment as socially inscribed within a patriarchal culture and how the physical action itself may be read as a sign of physical inferiority within that culture. Her focus on the significances of bodily action and gesture are suggestive for thinking about the aural domain that is often characterized in terms of gesture.


Excursions into Music

This sketch of the central concepts of postmodern thought provides a touchstone for the essays on music included in this volume, each of the which takes up one or more of these issues with respect to the disciplinary concerns of music. For present purposes, these issues may be understood as clustering around a series of questions which I offer here as a way of helping readers to focus the broad range of postmodern thought into sharper points for the excursions into music.


How might a postmodern musical practice be construed: in terms of aesthetic and stylistic issues, in terms of how people use music, or how music is promoted in consumer culture?

How has postmodern thought affected modes of musical understanding: have new analytic methodologies been created or have new categories of musical concepts arisen?

How has postmodern thought affected issues of value with respect to questions of listening and scholarly choices: have listener interests been transformed by postmodern thought, or has the canon been replaced or expanded in music scholarship?

How has postmodern thinking about time and space affected musical composition or scholarship: do expectations of historical development still operate in our understandings of musical practice, or have expectations about “originality” been overcome with respect to musical creation?

How has the idea of postmodern interpretation affected issues of creation, performance, and scholarship: does musical understanding still rely on composer-information as the absolute source, do composer/creators build interpretation into their music?

How have postmodern ideas of social power affected musical creation: are composers and performers less concerned with the expression of an individual voice and more concerned with the idea of music as social communication, or how does a composer write music that flattens the hierarchy between composer and listener?



Notes


	McClary's Feminine Endings (1991) is notable for its observation of music's role in the operation of social dominance with respect to gender and class. And a noteworthy example of understanding music as a tool of ethnic affirmation occurs in Lipsitz 1990 and 1994.

	Susan McClary has addressed recently composed music and works of the canonic literature. However, the musicological discipline as a whole responded most vigorously to her writings on the canonic literature, such response itself a signal of a still firmly entrenched canon of music and thought about it.

	For instance, composers such as Milton Babbitt, Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and John Cage have extensive bibliographies. Two notable exceptions from the “Generation of the 1950s” are Wolfgang Rihm and Brian Ferneyhough, each with a substantial body of writings.

	The conference received financial support from Stony Brook's College of Arts and Sciences, Dean Paul Armstrong, and the Humanities Institute, E. Ann Kaplan, Director.

	Readers are directed to the other essays in this volume for bibliographies that complement the one given here. See, in particular, Taylor's essay in chapter 5 and Brackett's essay in chapter 10.
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CHAPTER 2 The Nature and Origins of Musical Postmodernism

Jonathan D. Kramer

DOI: 10.4324/9781315054506-3


The Postmodern Attitude

Postmodernism is a maddeningly imprecise musical concept. Does the term refer to a period or an aesthetic, a listening attitude or a compositional practice? Is postmodern music still seeking to define itself, or has its time already passed? Does postmodernism react against or continue the project of modernist music? Is it a positive or a negative force? Is postmodern music original, or does it recycle older music? How widespread is it? Why does postmodernism seem to embrace many cultural values previously thought to be inimical to successful art and even to simple good sense? Is postmodern art serious or frivolous?

And, simply, what is postmodernism? For some critics, postmodernism's defining compositional practice is its deliberate attempt to reach out by using procedures and materials audiences are believed to relish: diatonicism, singable melodies, metric regularity, foot-tapping rhythms, tonality, and/or consonant harmonies. Nostalgia for the good old days of tunes and tonality, however, is actually opposed to certain strains of postmodernism. It is not so much postmodernist as antimodernist.1 There is a significant difference between these two aesthetics: antimodernist yearning for the golden ages of classicism and romanticism perpetuates the elitism of art music, while postmodernism claims to be anti-elitist.2 An important first step in understanding musical postmodernism, therefore, is to divorce it from nostalgic artworks. Only in antimodernist music (such as the flute concertos of Lowell Lieberman, George Rochberg's Ricordanza and Viola Sonata, and Michael Torke's piano concerto Bronze) is the use of traditional sonorities, gestures, structures, and procedures tantamount to a re-embracing of earlier styles. In contrast to such compositions, postmodernist music is not conservative. Compositions such as Zygmunt Krauze's Second Piano Concerto, John Adams's Violin Concerto, Henryk Górecki's Third Symphony, Alfred Schnittke's First Symphony, George Rochberg's Third Quartet, Steve Reich's Tehillim, John Corigliano's First Symphony, Bernard Rands's … Body and Shadow …,3 and Luciano Berio's Sinfonia do not so much conserve as radically transform the past, as—each in its own way—they simultaneously embrace and repudiate history.

Many reviewers of the popular press do not distinguish antimodernism from postmodernism. They identify as postmodern any composition that was written recently but sounds as if it were not. Many composers who use the term are not much more enlightened than the reviewers. Most composers I know use “postmodernism” in the corrupted sense of the press, in feigned or real or willful ignorance of the thinking of critical theorists such as Eco or Lyotard. Yet the ideas of such writers are relevant to today's postmodern music.

A more subtle and nuanced understanding of postmodernism emerges once we consider it not as a historical period but as an attitude—a current attitude that influences not only today's compositional practices but also how we listen to and use music of other eras. Umberto Eco has written tellingly, “Postmodernism is not a trend to be chronologically defined, but, rather, an ideal category or, better still, a Kunstwollen, a way of operating. We could say that every period has its postmodernism” (Eco 1984, 67).4 Jean-François Lyotard suggests a still more paradoxical view of the chronology of postmodernism: “A work can become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and this state is constant” (Lyotard 1984, 79). Lyotard seems to believe that before a work can be understood as truly modern, it must challenge a previous modernism. Thus, to take Lyotard's example, Picasso and Braque are postmodern in that their art goes beyond the modernism of Cézanne. Once their art has achieved this postmodern break with the past, it becomes modernist. Similarly, certain music (discussed below) of Mahler, Ives, and Nielsen, for example, becomes postmodern by going beyond the modernist practices of such composers as Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner.


Postmodern Views on Unity, Intertextuality, and Eclecticism

Beyond the relevance (or lack thereof) of the critical theories of Eco, Lyotard, and others, one other thing that distinguishes antimodernism from postmodernism is the attitude toward the notion of musical unity, cherished by traditionally minded composers as well as by critics, theorists, and analysts.5 For both antimodernists and modernists, unity is a prerequisite for musical sense; for some postmodernists, unity is an option. I believe that unity is not simply a characteristic of music itself but also a means of understanding music, a value projected onto music. As such, it is necessarily demoted from its previous position of universality. It is no longer a master narrative of musical structure. Many postmodern composers have accordingly embraced conflict and contradiction and have at times eschewed consistency and unity.6 Similarly, postmodern audiences do not necessarily search for or find unity in the listening experience. They are more willing to accept each passage of music for itself, rather than having—in accordance with the strictures of modernist analysis and criticism—to create a single whole of possibly disparate parts.

Freed from the dictates of structural unity, some of today's postmodern music offers its listeners extraordinary discontinuities that go beyond contrast, variety, consistency, and unity. Such pieces as John Zorn's Forbidden Fruit and William Bolcom's Third Symphony, for example, continually challenge their boundaries by redefining their contexts. References to musical styles of any era or of any culture can intrude, possibly unexpectedly. Of course, some modernist (and earlier) music also includes unexpected quotations. One need only recall the sudden appearances of Tristan und Isolde in Debussy's Golliwog's Cakewalk and in Berg's Lyric Suite to understand that quotation and surprise are not the exclusive province of postmodernist composers. Such examples demonstrate one way among several that postmodernism does not necessarily contradict but rather extends ideas of modernism. Intertextuality has become more pervasive as postmodernism has become more widespread: the references in the Zorn and Bolcom works are far more extensive than the isolated Wagner quotations in the Debussy and Berg pieces.

Furthermore, there is a difference in perspective between modernist and postmodernist quotation. Modernist composers often want to take over, to own, to demonstrate their mastery of that which they are quoting, either by placing it in modernist contexts or by distorting it. Postmodernists are more content to let the music they refer to or quote simply be what it is, offered with neither distortion nor musical commentary.7 Hence postmodern music readily accepts the diversity of music in the world. It cites—in fact, appropriates—many other musics, including that of modernism. In a sense it challenges the notion of the past, since it may include references to music of virtually any era or culture. Wide-ranging quotations are readily included in postmodern works and are easily understood by postmodern listeners because—thanks to recording technology—music of all times and places can be a living force for composers and listeners alike.

Long before postmodernism was widely recognized, and long before recording technology brought distant musics into the present, there were pieces that juxtaposed styles. How does the eclecticism of such music as Ives's Three Places in New England, Mahler's Seventh Symphony, or Nielsen's Sinfonia Semplice, for example, differ from that of the 1980s and '90s?8 It is tempting to understand such earlier works as precursors of (but not necessarily formative influences on) today's postmodernism—somewhat as early repetitive works, such as Ravel's Boléro or the first movement of Shostakovich's Leningrad Symphony, can be understood in retrospect as precursors of minimalism.9 But there is a more intriguing way to view pieces like those of Ives, Mahler, and Nielsen: they are not so much proto-postmodern as they are actually postmodern—by which I mean not only that they exhibit postmodern compositional practices but also that they are conducive to being understood in accordance with today's postmodernist musical values and listening strategies.


Characteristics of Postmodern Music

Naming music that is nearly a hundred years old postmodern is not willfully perverse but rather is a consequence of viewing postmodernism more as an attitude than as a historical period. This anti-historical stance results in a blurring of rigid distinctions among modernism, postmodernism, and antimodernism, resulting in the term “postmodernism” resisting rigorous definition. Attitudes toward structural unity, intertextuality, and eclecticism, as explained in the previous section, further problematize attempts to demarcate the word's meaning. Despite such complications, however, it is possible to enumerate characteristics of postmodern music—by which I mean music that is understood in a postmodern manner, that calls forth postmodern listening strategies, that provides postmodern listening experiences, or that exhibits postmodern compositional practices.10 Postmodern music:


	is not simply a repudiation of modernism or its continuation, but has aspects of both a break and an extension;

	is, on some level and in some way, ironic;

	does not respect boundaries between sonorities and procedures of the past and of the present;

	challenges barriers between “high” and “low” styles;

	shows disdain for the often unquestioned value of structural unity;

	questions the mutual exclusivity of elitist and populist values;

	avoids totalizing forms (e.g., does not want entire pieces to be tonal or serial or cast in a prescribed formal mold);

	considers music not as autonomous but as relevant to cultural, social, and political contexts;

	includes quotations of or references to music of many traditions and cultures;

	considers technology not only as a way to preserve and transmit music but also as deeply implicated in the production and essence of music;

	embraces contradictions;

	distrusts binary oppositions;

	includes fragmentations and discontinuities;

	encompasses pluralism and eclecticism;

	presents multiple meanings and multiple temporalities;

	locates meaning and even structure in listeners, more than in scores, performances, or composers.


Not many pieces exhibit all these traits, and thus it is futile to label a work as exclusively postmodern. Also, I would find it difficult to locate a work that exhibits none of these traits. I caution the reader, therefore, against using these sixteen traits as a checklist to help identify a given composition as postmodern or not: postmodern music is not a neat category with rigid boundaries.


Postmodernism and History

If postmodernism were simply a period, it would be reasonable to search for its origins in earlier times and to understand it as a reaction to and/or a refinement of aesthetic ideas of previous periods. But postmodernism taken as an attitude suggests ways listeners of today can understand music of various eras. It is in the minds of today's listeners, more than in history, that we find clues to the sources of postmodernism. It comes from the present—from ourselves—more than from the past. Music has become postmodern as we, its late twentieth-century listeners, have become postmodern.

To look for historical precedents leading toward postmodernism would be to accept the idea of historical progress, which postmodernists challenge. The literature on postmodernism is full of statements about the death of history, but it is not necessary to go to the extreme of seeing our age as post-historical in order to understand the uneasy relationship between postmodernism and progress. Postmodernism questions the idea that, if one artwork was created after another, the earlier one may have—or even could have—caused or uniquely influenced the creation of the later one. Every artwork reflects many influences, some from its past, some from its present cultural context, some from its creator's personality, and even some from its future (as subsequent generations come to discover or invent new ways to understand it).

Although they reject the linearity of historical progress, postmodern artworks regularly quote from history. How can we understand such a paradox? How can postmodernism both repudiate and use history? Since, as mentioned above, the quotations and references in postmodern music are often presented without distortion, without commentary, and without distancing, composers treat them just as they might use citations of the present. If a musical style of two hundred years ago is employed in the same way—with the same degree of authenticity (that is, composed as it was when it was current) and belief (in its viability as a vehicle for musical expression)—as is a newly developed style, then history is indeed challenged. As the past becomes the present, the concept of historical progress becomes problematic.

The avant-gardists of early modernism (such as Luigi Russolo, Satie, Cowell, and Varèse) sought to escape history, but were hopelessly trapped in the continuity of historical development.11 To see themselves on the cutting edge, such avant-gardists (and also early modernists like Schoenberg, Webern, and Stravinsky) had to accept history as linear progress. But recent postmodern composers have moved away from the dialectic between past and present that concerned these early avant-gardists and modernists and that continued to plague their mid-century descendants, such as Boulez, Stockhausen, Nono, Cage, Carter, and Babbitt. Because they recognize history as a cultural construct, postmodernists (such as Aaron Kernis, John Tavener, Paul Schoenfield, and Thomas Adès) can enter into a peaceful coexistence with the past, instead of confronting it as latter-day modernists do. For postmodernists, “History is recast as a process of rediscovering what we already are, rather than a linear progression into what we have never been.”12

The situation for modernists was and is œdipal: they are in conflict with their antecedents, whom they reinterpret in order to possess, shape, and control their legacy. Modernists sought to displace the major figures in their past, because they were in competition with them despite their owing their very (artistic) existence to them. Influence was a critical issue for modernists.13 Postmodernists, however, are more like adolescents than like children: they have passed beyond their œdipal conflicts with their modernist parents, although they may still have an uneasy relationship with them (thus, postmodernists may accept historical succession even while rejecting the idea of progress). Postmodernists like to feel that they can be whatever they wish. Their music can happily acknowledge the past, without having to demonstrate superiority to it. Postmodern composers understand that their music is different from that of modernism, but they can nonetheless include modernist (and earlier) styles without having to make them something other than what they were or to relegate them to the inferior status of historical artifacts. But, like adolescents, they can maintain ambivalent feelings toward the modernists whom they view as parents. If these attitudes of postmodernists seem naively Utopian, that quality is certainly consonant with their adolescent nature.14

Can we really dismiss history to the extent that we do not look for the origins of the very attitudes that try to turn us away from the concept of the past? We may be willing to accept postmodernism because it exists, but we are also aware that there were times when it did not exist.15 What happened? What changed? To the limited extent that postmodernism had causes,16 we should look to recently developed (or at least recently accepted) ideas, perhaps more pervasive in the United States than elsewhere, in order to understand its musical origins. I say this in full realization that I have posited postmodernism in music as far back as that of Ives and Mahler, and believe that there are embryonic postmodernist ideas that can be found in (or projected onto) certain music by Berlioz, Beethoven, and Haydn. However, since I regard postmodernism as an attitude more than as a historical period, and since I believe that an important aspect of that attitude is the placement of meaning in the listener, it is reasonable to suggest that postmodernism did begin rather recently and subsequently spread to the past as listeners of today began to find postmodern meanings in music from earlier periods.

The best place to search for the origins of musical postmodernism is not, therefore, in the history of music. It is wrongheaded to look to those pre-contemporary works I have called postmodernist for influences on today's postmodern attitudes or for sources of the kind of postmodernist thinking that has recently become widespread. Postmodernism is a recent phenomenon. It is only now—once it exists, has been experienced, and is to some degree assimilated and understood—that it makes sense to listen to music like Ives's Putnam's Camp, Mahler's Seventh Symphony, or Nielsen's Sinfonia Semplice in a postmodern manner. But those works and works like them are not the sources of postmodernism.


The Origins of Postmodernism in Contemporary Culture

One source of today's postmodernism, not surprisingly, is the psychological and sociological tenor of our technology-saturated world. Technology has created a context of fragmentation, short attention spans leading to constant discontinuities, and multiplicity—all characteristics not only of contemporary society but also of postmodern thinking. In his book The Saturated Self, psychologist Kenneth J. Gergen offers insights into the psychological dimensions of postmodernism. Gergen traces the changing concepts of the self from the romantic age (when each person was thought to possess depth of passion, soul, and creativity) through the modernist age (which particularly valued logic, rationality, and conscious intentions) to the current era of postmodernism, which is characterized by “social saturation” (Gergen 1991, 6).

By “social saturation” Gergen means the condition in which we continually receive messages of all sorts, coming (often electronically) from many corners of the globe, all competing for our attention and involvement. There is no time to reflect, no time to savor, no time for contemplation, no time for depth. Conflicting claims on our attention, as well as constant bombardment with information, lead to the fragmented sensibility associated with postmodern attitudes. Gergen writes:


The postmodern condition … is marked by a plurality of voices vying for the right to reality—to be accepted as legitimate expressions of the true and the good. As the voices expand in power and presence, all that seemed proper, right-minded, and well understood is subverted. In the postmodern world we become increasingly aware that the objects about which we speak are not so much “in the world” as they are products of perspective. Thus, processes such as emotion and reason cease to be real and significant essences of persons; rather, in the light of pluralism we perceive them to be imposters, the outcome of our ways of conceptualizing them. Under postmodern conditions, persons exist in a state of continuous construction and reconstruction; it is a world where anything goes that can be negotiated. Each reality of self gives way to reflexive questioning, irony, and ultimately the playful probing of yet another reality. (Gergen 1991, 7)


Gergen's concept of the saturated self resonates with my own experiences. In a given afternoon, I may find myself sitting in my office, communicating via e-mail or fax with professional colleagues in London and Perth, advising former students in Warsaw and Taipei, and carrying on personal correspondence with friends in Evanston and San Diego. I may then turn my attention to some journal articles and books, which are rarely read through in their entirety and several of which I find myself studying more or less simultaneously. I may receive phone calls (or messages on my voice mail) from faraway colleagues, old friends, prospective students, performers who are rehearsing my music in distant cities, someone who wants me to do a guest lecture. Each phone call picks up a continuity broken off hours, days, weeks, or even years ago, or else initiates a relationship to be continued in the future. These activities, which continually intrude upon one another, may in turn be interrupted by a knock on my door. A student in need of help? A textbook publisher's representative wanting to convince me to use a certain book in my harmony class? A workman wanting to fix my air conditioner? All of this, and some days still more, within the space of two or three hours! Fragmentation. Discontinuity. Lack of connection. Lack of linear logic. Postmodernism.17

Since technology allows me to stay in contact with people I know in many different contexts and those I knew in many periods in my past, the past in a certain sense is no longer as remote as it would have been had I lived before telephones, e-mail, faxes, airplanes, cars, or trains. Two hundred years ago people moved around a lot less and maintained far fewer contacts than they do today. When someone moved from one community to another, acquaintances were lost, relegated to memory and imagination. Not necessarily so today. I am in touch with my first friend (from kindergarten), my high school buddies, my college roommate, my graduate school colleagues, many of my former teachers and students, and people I have met lecturing in several countries. My past lives not only in memory but also through contacts in my present (see Gergen 1991, 62–63). My friends may get older and change, but they are still the same friends. Their identity keeps our shared past alive (although their aging makes me more acutely aware of time's passage than I might have been had I continually traded my friends for newer ones).

The blurring of the distinction between past and present is one postmodern cultural value that is reflected in postmodern music. There are others. Gergen cites as results of social saturation an increasing sense of pastiche and otherness (similar to the way postmodern music refers to or quotes other music). Intertextuality is not solely a condition of postmodern literature or music, but also of the postmodern self. People come into contact with so many other people, with divergent personalities and values, that the self is constantly in flux, always bending under the influence of others.


As social saturation proceeds we become pastiches, imitative assemblages of each other. In memory we carry others' patterns of being with us. Each of us becomes the other, a representative, or a replacement. To put it more broadly, as the century has progressed selves have become increasingly populated with the characters of others. (Gergen 1991, 71)


Other aspects that social saturation shares with postmodern art are multiplicity and disunity. Gergen again:


Increasingly we emerge as the possessors of many voices. Each self contains a multiplicity of others. … Nor do these many voices necessarily harmonize. … Central to the modernist view was a robust commitment to an objective and knowable world. … [Yet] as we begin to incorporate the dispositions of the varied others to whom we are exposed, we become capable of taking their positions, adopting their attitudes, talking their language, playing their roles. In effect, one's self becomes populated with others. The result is a steadily accumulating sense of doubt in the objectivity of any position one holds. (Gergen 1991, 83–85)


Robert Morgan has written perceptively on how social forces can shape postmodern music.


The plurality of styles, techniques, and levels of expression appears both plausible and meaningful in a world increasingly shedding its common beliefs and shared customs, where there is no longer a single given “reality” but only shifting, multiple realities, provisionally constructed out of the unconnected bits and pieces set loose by a world stripped of all attachments. If traditional tonality … adequately reflected a culture characterized by a community of purpose and well-developed system of social order and interpersonal regulation, its loss, and the musical atomization that has ensued, reflects a fragmented and defamiliarized world of isolated events and abrupt confrontations. (Morgan 1992, 58)



Why Today's Composers Write Postmodern Music

I would not argue that social saturation, however potent a force in contemporary Western societies, inevitably leads to the creation of postmodern art. There is always the possibility of protest. Some (indeed, many!) may find social saturation to be alienating, and seek antidotes or alternatives or escapes. The persistence of modernism in the arts—and the antimodern resurgence of traditionalism—can be understood in part as a resistance to social saturation. But the forces that are transforming the self from a modernist to a postmodernist entity are undeniable. That some artists should create works expressive of a saturated personality, whether by intention or not, is hardly surprising. Composers, like others who live in a saturated society, may have personalities shaped in part by their social contexts. The same is true of listeners who, immersed in postmodern social values, find meaningful resonances in musical compositions that reflect postmodern attitudes and practices.

Uncritically adopting or thoroughly repudiating postmodern values are not the only possible responses of late-twentieth-century composers to a socially saturated culture. Some composers—probably more Europeans, steeped as they tend to be in dialectical thinking, than laid-back, naively Utopian Americans—enter into a struggle with postmodern cultural forces. It is beyond the scope of this brief article, however, to probe the manner in which the music of certain composers (such as Bernd Alois Zimmermann and Louis Andriessen) dialectically grapples and contends with postmodernist ideas, rather than simply accepting or rejecting them.

Various composers respond differently to their postmodern culture. Whether they accept, deny, or do battle with postmodernism, it is an undeniable force. Even those who embrace it outright may do so for a variety of reasons. It is appropriate, therefore, to conclude this essay by enumerating some of the reasons today's composers are drawn to postmodern values in their society.


	Some composers react against modernist styles and values, which have become oppressive to them.

	Some composers react against the institutionalism of modernism—against, in other words, its position of power within the musical establishment, particularly in the United States, Germany, France, England, and Italy.

	Some composers respond to what they see as the cultural irrelevance of modernism.

	Some composers (antimodernists as well as postmodernists) are motivated by a desire to close the composer-audience gap, created—they believe—by the elitism of modernism.

	Some young composers are uncomfortable with pressures from their teachers to like and respect one kind of music (tonal) yet write another (atonal).18 Like adolescents in the world of postmodernism, they rebel against the values they learn in school. They want to create the music they love, not that which they are told to love.

	Some composers today know and enjoy popular music. While there were always “classical” composers who liked pop music, nowadays some composers who appreciate it (such as Steve Martland and Michael Daugherty) see no reason to exclude it from their own stylistic range—a further instance of composing what they love, regardless of how respectable it is.

	Some composers are acutely aware that music is a commodity, that it is consumable, and that composers are inevitably part of a materialist social system. Such composers understand postmodernism as an aesthetic whose attitudes and styles reflect the commodification of art. They see postmodern music as concerned with, rather than ignoring (as they see modernism doing) its place in the economy.

	Some composers, like their predecessors in earlier eras, want to create music that is new and different. Yet they have become disillusioned with the avant-garde's search for novel sounds, compositional strategies, and formal procedures, and with its adversarial stance with regard to tradition. Rather, they seek originality in the postmodernist acceptance of the past as part of the present, in disunifying fragmentation, in pluralism, and in multiplicity.

	All composers live in a multicultural world. While some choose to keep the ubiquitous musics from all parts of the globe out of their own compositions, others are so enthralled by coming in contact with music from very different traditions that they accept it into their own personal idioms. Although such appropriations are sometimes criticized as instances of cultural imperialism, they do abound in postmodern music.

	Most contemporary composers are aware of the postmodern values in their culture. These values inform not only the music they produce but also the ways it is heard and used. However varied its musical manifestations may be, and however diverse the reasons for its appeal to composers and listeners, musical postmodernism is—as I have tried to suggest—the all but inevitable expression of a socially saturated civilization.


The reasons behind the creation of postmodern music today are varied. The characteristics of postmodern compositions and postmodern listening are numerous. The origins of the postmodern attitude in music are diverse, as are the responses to it and social uses of it. Hailed by some and reviled by others, postmodern music and postmodern listening are exciting—yet sobering—statements of who and what we are.


Notes


	For further discussion of antimodernism vs. modernism vs. postmodernism, see Kramer 1995.

	Postmodernist music is generally less elitist than modernist music, much of which appeals to a relatively small audience of initiates—people who know how to appreciate atonality, jagged melodies, irregular rhythms, asymmetrical meters, pungent dissonances, and so on. But postmodern music rarely achieves the total overthrow of elitism. By incorporating popular music into symphonic compositions, for example, postmodern composers do not really create pop symphonies so much as they embrace pop while preserving its otherness. Its effectiveness in a symphony derives in part from the fact that it does not totally belong there.

	I discuss this work in an article forthcoming in Contemporary Music Review: “Bernard Rands's … Body and Shadow … : Modernist, Postmodernist, or Traditionalist?”

	Similarly, Kathleen Higgins writes: “The term ‘postmodernism’ has an oxymoronic sound. How, if the word ‘modern’ refers to the present, can currently living people be ‘postmodern’? This question arises almost as a gut reaction. The word seems a little uncanny. A ‘postmodernist’ sounds like one of the living dead or perhaps one of the living unborn—or maybe our sense of temporality is simply offended. We can recall Kurt Vonnegut and conceive of postmodernists as ‘unstuck in time’” (Higgins 1990, 189).

	The postmodern challenge to the concept of unity is the central topic of  Kramer 1995.

	Among postmodern composers whose music is deeply concerned with structural unity are Arvo Pärt and Fred Lerdahl.

	This distinction, incidentally, helps to explain the difference between two musical aesthetics that are both involved with the past: neoclassic modernists tend to place their own personal stamp on their historical references, whereas postmodernists do not.

	For a discussion of the postmodern aspects of Putnam's Camp, the middle movement of Three Places, and of the finale of Mahler's Seventh Symphony, see Kramer 1996, 30–48. For an analysis of the postmodern aspects of Nielsen's Sinfonia Semplice, see Kramer 1994.

	It is impossible to prove lack of influence decisively. However, none of the writings by or interviews with early minimalists with which I am familiar cite either of these works as influences, and I suspect—for aesthetic and stylistic reasons—that the music of Glass and Reich would be unchanged had Ravel and Shostakovich never composed these particular pieces. But I cannot prove this contention. Similarly, I feel (but cannot prove) that postmodernism of today would be essentially unchanged if the cited compositions of Ives, Mahler, and Nielsen did not exist.

	This list is expanded from one appearing in  Kramer 1996, 21–22.

	I discuss avant-gardism in an article “The Musical Avant-Garde,” forthcoming in Music of the Twentieth-Century Avant-Garde.

	I owe this perceptive formulation to an anonymous reviewer of an earlier version of this article.

	Joseph Straus offers a theory of influence in modernist music, based on the ideas of Harold Bloom, in Straus 1990, 1–20.

	The adolescence of postmodernism is particularly apparent in traits 3, 5, and 6 in the list of characteristics of postmodern music.

	While I have suggested that postmodernism is an attitude more than a period, and that instances of postmodern musical practice can be found in compositions of the distant past, I trust that it is clear that I do not believe that postmodernism is ubiquitous throughout history.

	It is somewhat naive to look only for cultural factors that “caused” postmodernism to develop. Postmodernism shaped as well as was shaped by certain Western cultural ideas.

	Gergen writes: “We are now bombarded with ever-increasing intensity by the images and actions of others; our range of social participation is expanding exponentially. As we absorb the views, values, and visions of others, and live out the multiple plots in which we are enmeshed, we enter a postmodern consciousness. It is a world in which we no longer experience a secure sense of self, and in which doubt is increasingly placed on the very assumption of a bounded identity with palpable attributes” (Gergen 1991, 15–16).

	Several students of one well-known modernist composer-teacher have told me how they simultaneously work on two different pieces, one that they truly believe in and one that they think their professor will approve.
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… there exists a certain aspect of the spirit where life and death, the real and the imaginary, past and future, communicable and incommunicable, high and low, cease to be perceived as contradictory. One might search in vain for any other central force in Surrealist activities than the hope of finding this point.

—Breton [1930] 1972, 123–24


Although the surrealist movement and the literary and visual works associated with it have been widely documented, little has been written about surrealist elements that have crossed over into music. A close examination of the history of surrealism reveals two principal components—automatism and collage—which are fundamental to the link between surrealism and some contemporary music, especially some music for which the adjective “postmodern” is appropriate.1 Here I explore how some recent musical practices sustain and transform early twentieth-century artistic behaviors associated with surrealism.

The founder of surrealism, André Breton, insisted that surrealism embraced far more than literary or visual arts, or politics, or social concerns; it was ultimately a way of knowledge, with the potential for being eternally relevant.2 In his “official” definition of the term, Breton aligned it closely with automatism (automatic writing): “surrealism, n. Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express—verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other manner—the actual functioning of thought” (Breton [1924] 1972, 26). Automatism was so central to the philosophy of surrealism in its early days that the terms “surrealist writing” and “automatism” were used interchangeably. Surrealists were, however, careful to differentiate their use of automatic writing from the mechanical writing engaged in by psychics and hypnotists.3

The surrealists were intrigued by automatism since it would assist them in escaping the shackles of supervised thought. Intensive indulgence in automatism could even lead to altered states: “Automatic writing, practised with some fervour, leads directly to visual hallucination” (Breton [1933] 1978, 108). Euphoric with the intoxication of discovery, they “felt like miners who had just struck the mother lode” (Breton [1952] 1993, 44). Breton later stressed the requirement for the detachment of the mind from the external world when engaging in automatism, and made the point that such detachment is closer to Eastern thought, requiring extremely sustained concentration and effort (64–65).

Although automatism existed in surrealism from the outset, the role of collage only developed as surrealism expanded to encompass the visual arts. Breton considered both to be equally viable techniques for producing a surrealist text. The scholar Elsa Adamowicz, in writing about the cutting and flowing natures of collage and automatism, clarifies the primary importance of both techniques to the surrealists: “The spontaneous verbal flow—and later the graphic gesture—which characterizes early automatism on the one hand, and the deliberate cutting up and assembling of disparate elements specific to collage on the other hand, were to be elaborated as the two essential modes of surrealist production, breaking away from traditional codes of mimesis and the aesthetics of coherence, and exploring the language of the irrational and the chance encounter” (Adamowicz 1998, 5).

Surrealist methods of collage became the visual parallel to automatism. Originating from the French word coller, it means literally “pasting, sticking, or gluing”—techniques used by artists for centuries. Only in the twentieth century, however, did collage begin to function as a structure of juxtapositions. Lautréamont's verbal collages, such as the celebrated “chance meeting upon a dissecting table of a sewing machine with an umbrella,” provided an early model of systematic displacement for the surrealist graphic collagists. As opposed to the formal and aesthetic considerations of cubist papier collé, surrealist collage aimed at initiating an unprecedented encounter, to stimulate the imagination and to spark revelation.

The distinction between surrealist collage and other forms of twentieth-century collage, especially cubist collage, is important to understand. Surrealists who worked with collage—and most of them did, either exclusively or peripherally—transcended the literal cutting and pasting techniques so attractive to the cubists. Collage elements in cubism principally functioned as formal units. Surrealist collage, however, reinterpreted familiar fragments—the clichéd images of advertisements, clippings from anatomical textbooks, illustrations from nineteenth-century pulp fiction, ephemera such as bus tickets—manipulating ready-made objects and elements into newly charged works that conjured “the marvelous.”4 Far from merely enriching the palette of the artist, the collage elements in surrealist art were powerfully iconic. What was expressed superseded the means of expression; the represented object “play[ed] the role of a word” (Aragon [1930] 1965, 44).

The specific visual counterpart to automatic writing was frottage, a variation of collage. Max Ernst, considered the foremost practitioner of surrealist collage, discovered the method of frottage in 1925: “The process of collage resting only on the intensification of the irritability of the spiritual faculties by appropriate and technical means, excluding all conscious mental conduction, reducing to an extreme the active part of what has up till now been called the ‘author,’ this process is revealed as the veritable equivalent of automatic writing” (Ernst [1938] 1970, 208). In layman's terms, frottage means ‘the process of rubbing’—a familiar technique to children, who delight in transferring images of tree leaves or bark in this way. The groundwork for Ernst's discovery began some six years earlier, when he first stumbled upon the potential of unexpected juxtapositions: “One rainy day in 1919, finding myself in a village on the Rhine, I was struck by the obsession which held under my gaze the pages of an illustrated catalogue showing objects designed for anthropologic, microscopic, psychologic, mineralogic, and paleontologic demonstration. There I found brought together elements of figuration so remote that the sheer absurdity of that collection provoked a sudden intensification of the visionary faculties in me and brought forth an illusive succession of contradictory images, double, triple and multiple images, piling up on each other with the persistence and rapidity which are peculiar to love memories and visions of half-sleep. These visions called themselves new planes, because of their meeting in a new unknown (the plane of non-agreement)” (Ernst 1948, 14). As we shall see, what Ernst depicts in his epiphany resembles manifestations of collage in music.

The bridge linking automatism with collage developed through the invention of a game called the Exquisite Corpse,5 in which different parts of drawings or writings (generally poems) were accomplished by successive individuals, each oblivious to the prior material that had been created. The individual artist relinquishes conscious control, surrendering to a collaborative process that represents the antithesis of the world of assembly-line automatization. Boundaries are dissolved, and a whiplash series of startling juxtapositions emerges, with a “collective” collage as the end result of the game.


A Surreal Silence

Driven by a mixed bag of politics, jealousies, misunderstandings, philosophical differences, and outright naiveté, the predominantly negative attitude of many French surrealists toward music was complicated and fluctuating. Giorgio de Chirico, one of the progenitors of surrealist art, established this tone in his essay of 1913, “No Music.” He proclaimed that a picture has a “music of its own,” with the implication that music is ultimately superfluous. In the decisive Le Surréalisme et la peinture, published fifteen years later, Breton immediately dismisses music as inferior to the assorted degrees of sensation and “spiritual realizations” made possible by the plastic arts. Imparting “value” to forms of “plastic expression” that he unconditionally refuses to grant to musical expression, he describes music as “the most deeply confusing of all art forms.” It gets worse: “Auditive images, in fact, are inferior to visual images not only in clarity but also in strictness, and, with all due respect to a few megalomaniacs, they are not destined to strengthen the idea of human greatness. So may night continue to descend upon the orchestra, and may I, who am still searching for something in this world, be left with open eyes, or with closed eyes in broad daylight, to my silent contemplation” (Breton [1928] 1972, 1–2).

Sixteen years later, Breton's attitude toward music is far more circumspect, even humble. In his sole essay on music, “Silence is Golden,” Breton professes his ignorance of music while calling for a recasting of certain principles of music and poetry in order to vaporize the antagonism existing between these two arts. “For the first audible diamond to be obtained, it is evident that the fusion of the two elements—music and poetry—into one, could only be accomplished at a very high emotional temperature. And it seems to me that it is in the expression of the passion of love that both music and poetry are most likely to reach this supreme point of incandescence” (Breton 1944, 152).6


Satie and Antheil

The composers most closely associated with the surrealists did not participate in the game-playing, the dream-dictation, or any of the other activities that were formulating the surrealist aesthetic by empirical process. Erik Satie began his “second career” in 1912 at the age of 48, after being rediscovered by Debussy and Ravel. Satie, known for his eccentric texts that embellish so many of his works for piano, also experimented with other radical departures from the “normal,” such as the absence of barlines in the three waltzes, Precieux Dégouté. Satie's biographer, Rollo Myers, describes these waltzes, with their displaced stresses, dry harmony, and absurd association of ideas, as a “surrealistic montage” (Myers 1948,128).

Satie's stage works, projecting collaborative architectures of collage, would be most representative of the transference of surrealist practices into music. Parade, for instance—a hybrid of fresh sounds, novel technologies, and new styles—resulted in juxtapositions that would surely appeal to a surrealist. Satie's contribution to the ballet Parade, his and Cocteau's collaborative triumph, owed as much to the dada and futurist movements as it did to surrealism. The score was to have included Morse code tickers, lottery wheels, airplane propellers, typewriters, and sirens; due to crowding in the pit and lack of resources, only a typewriter and siren were actually used. Parade outraged a large portion of the public, as well as critics, which delighted Satie. The performance “set the tone for the postwar years. It was a serious-humorous exploitation of popular elements in art, a turning to jazz and music hall and to all the paraphernalia of modern life, not in a spirit of realism, but with a sense of exhilaration in the absurd” (Shattuck 1955, 120–21).

Toward the end of his life, Satie went on to write three other works for the stage. The last, Relâche (billed as ballet instantanéiste), his scandalous swan song that caused a legendary uproar, carries the distinction of being the first ballet to incorporate film.7 One of his collaborators for Relâche, Francis Picabia, deliberately turned his back on the surrealist camp in order to work with Satie. After the 1924 premiere, ironically coinciding with the year of Breton's “First Manifesto” and “birth” of surrealism, Satie fell ill, succumbing to liver failure the following year.

Surprisingly, Satie was shunned by Breton and most of his followers. Breton took exception to Satie's ongoing artistic relationship with Jean Cocteau, whom he despised. Breton's lifelong loathing for Cocteau was fueled by a confused web of resentments, and he was especially opposed to Cocteau's successful pandering to the bourgeoisie art establishment.8 As a group, the surrealists weren't especially fond of certain forays taken by Satie that were, as it turns out, amazingly prophetic. His Musique d'ameublement (furniture music) anticipated a genre steeped in neutrality that had yet to be named, but which now is termed ambient music and its spinoffs—Muzak, dinner party music, new age music conducive to meditation, and so forth. Satie's own description of Musique d'ameublement alludes to the pragmatic incentive for its invention—loud restaurant music—for which he proposed the antidote: “I imagine it to be melodious, softening the clatter of knives and forks without dominating them, without imposing itself. It would fill up the awkward silence that occasionally descends upon guests. It would spare them the usual commonplaces. At the same time it would neutralise the street noises that tactlessly force themselves into the picture” (Toop 1995, 198). Surrealists would oppose the bland innocuousness of this new musical genre.

Erik Satie left an ambiguous yet highly visionary legacy. Since so many movements lay claim to him, it is difficult to make the case that he is principally a surrealist composer. Like Picasso and Stravinsky, he never professed allegiance to any movement, although he was familiar with them all. It is ironic that he wasn't recognized during his lifetime as a musical contributor to surrealism, due to Breton's antagonism and also to the fact that musicians in general were not a part of the movement.

Of the other major composers active in France during the 1920s and 1930s—Poulenc, Auric, Antheil, Milhaud, Stravinsky—George Antheil was the most outspoken and proactive in identifying himself with the surrealists: “The Surrealist movement had, from the very beginning, been my friend. In one of its manifestoes it had been declared that all music was unbearable—excepting, possibly, mine—a beautiful and appreciated condescension” (Antheil [1945] 1981, 300). The surrealists promoted Antheil's music, and he even began a collaboration with Breton and Louis Aragon on an opera, Faust III.9 Mechanical repetition, distortions of time, and the incorporation of noise characterized his music. Ballet mécanique, originally scored for eight pianos, one pianola, eight xylophones, two electric doorbells, and airplane propeller sounds, incited rioting at the Paris premiere in 1925—a surefire sign of a successful surrealist work.

Five years later, Antheil composed a set of thirty-five piano preludes, La Femme: 100 têtes, inspired by Max Ernst's collage novel of the same name. In her 1992 dissertation, “Surrealism in the Piano Music of Representative Twentieth-Century American Composers,” Kathryn Lea Fouse discusses several of these preludes, highlighting their burlesque qualities and pointing out the references to humor, as in Prelude XVII, a parody of a traditional pianistic exercise. These through-composed preludes sometimes depict Ernst's collages by means of graphic- or text-painting. However, Antheil's music, even at its most radical extremes, never seems to fully exploit the techniques of collage and automatism so indispensable to many surrealist writers and artists.


Surreal Music?

Poetry, prose, political manifestoes, games, dream imagery, painting, sculpture, collage forms, photography, and cinema converged to form a movement unlike any other in the twentieth century. Why wasn't music an equal player in this dazzling array of literary, artistic, and political activities? Many of the surrealists themselves wondered about the relative absence of music in their vibrant universe, conspicuous in that virtually all other art forms were welcomed, contributing to a hothouse atmosphere of cross-fertilization. The Belgian surrealist writer Paul Nougé asks: “Among all the forces capable of bewitching spirit—forces which it must both submit to and revolt against—poetry, painting, spectacles, war, misery, debauchery, revolution, life with its inseparable companion, death—is it possible to refuse music a place among them, perhaps a very important place” (Nougé [1947] 1992, 174–75)?10 François-Bernard Mâche writes of a meeting that took place at the home of Max Ernst to discuss the permanence of surrealism.11 The participants concluded, among other things, that the failure of music to exhibit more fully characteristics of surrealism was not the fault of the musicians. Speculating on how music might have collaborated in the ambitions central to surrealism, Ernst proposed the following scenario: “In Surrealism, manifesting as ‘pure psychic automatism,’ one can wonder what role music would play in automatic writing for the texts, in the frictions for graphics [frottage], or in floating wood for magical objects. The answer is rather obvious: they are the dictations of actual raw resonances [representations of raw sound], which would place our unconscious in possession of this latent music, latent at the same time in itself and in the resonant stimuli that it would accommodate” (Mâche 1974, 42). Composers would have to wait for technological developments to fully realize the implications of Ernst's conception.

Surrealism, a supremely inclusive movement, was founded on two fundamental and complementary tenets: automatism and collage. While these techniques existed in isolated examples of music before and after surrealism's peak, they blossomed into full-blown developments only with the advent of postmodernism. Technological tools used to record and process music, along with a more open and pluralistic musical landscape, provided an environment for such surrealist techniques to flourish when placed at the disposal of composers.

Although early experiments with elements of musical surrealism did not immediately take root, they carved out a testing ground for others to eventually build upon.12 Many of the collage works of Charles Ives—a person about as far removed from the surrealist ferment and its subversive aesthetics as one can imagine—actually predate surrealist developments. Furthermore, the sudden insertions, and more gradual sonic exuviations, of seemingly unrelated music contribute to the surreal effect found in works by Ives that aren't even considered to be collage pieces. Nearly forty years ago, Peter S. Hansen, describing the abrupt hymn quotation and “perky march-tune” in the “Hawthorne” movement from the Concord Sonata, remarks that “these allusions to popular music … result in an almost surrealistic incongruity with the general climate of dissonance” (Hansen 1961, 80; my italics). Further, the aspirations, electronic investigations and experiments of modernist sound pioneers such as Edgard Varèse, Pierre Schaeffer, Pierre Henry, and even John Cage functioned as yet another germination site for musical surrealism.

Experiments with surrealist elements in music in the 1920s and 1930s were isolated, and not substantial enough to participate equally with the literary and visual components so vital to the realization of surrealist ideals. Most composers of this period were preoccupied with the breakdown of tonality, and serialism, the most radical development in music, was far removed from surrealist aesthetics. In America, however, an early and simple “automatistic” rendering of music, incorporating degrees of improvisation, was beginning to find voice in the music of blues musicians and jazz bands.13 Meanwhile, electronic music, a frontier for radical expansion of multiple parameters in music, was poised at the cusp of its coming evolution, attracting the sonic imagination of Varèse in the 1940s.

By the early 1950s, music began to break free of prior limitations, including the straitjacket of equal temperament. Newly favorable conditions, such as technological and aesthetic developments, made it possible to prioritize sound over notation, creating a fertile environment for the infiltration of surrealistic factors. What began to emerge—surrealist-related elements of displacement, of radical meshings, of intentions recorded instantaneously—reflected the revolutionary effect that recording technology brought to music. Such a connection was not lost on Pierre Boulez, who recognized that electroacoustic tools could provide a means of relating music to the “other arts” of a prior surrealism. Calling for an investigation of the structural relationships possible between the language of music and the language of science (just prior to the construction of IRCAM [Institut de recherche et de coordination acoustique-musique]), he identified problems in the realm of instruments, intervals, and electronic music. With respect to the latter, he asserted: “the electro-acoustic world, which is of course entirely new and has been taken over, in a way, by a kind of curiosity-shop aesthetics, this bastard descendant of a dead Surrealism” (Boulez [1968] 1986, 456). The implication: although developments in electronic music have provided the tools to create music in the surrealist mold, Boulez opposed the unleashing of prior constraints if musicians are exploring new territory for the sheer fun of doing so.

Jacqueline Chénieux-Gendron also suggests a link between the beginnings of electronic music and surrealism. She devotes several paragraphs in her book, Surrealism, to the French surrealists' neglect of music as one “system of signs.” Citing the electroacoustic explorations of Pierre Schaeffer and Pierre Henry as being close to the spirit of surrealism, she refers to the optimistic statement of the musician François-Bernard Mâche: “Surrealist forms of music could still arise, seeking the gold of sound as Breton sought the gold of time.”14 Yet, she not only concludes that “these suggestions give a very partial analogy with Surrealism,” but also asserts that from an historical perspective, the opportunity for any meeting between music and surrealism has been irretrievably missed (Chénieux-Gendron [1984] 1990, 167–68).

On the contrary, I contend that the profound influences of surrealism began to take hold in the late 1950s and that surrealism in music only acheived its full potential in postmodern musics. The more widespread developments in recording and electronic processing technologies, and the abilities of performers and composers to break the molds of a previously limiting syntactical and sonic palette, contributed to a fertile atmosphere that established the necessary conditions for bringing the last major art form into the fold of surrealism.
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