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            Preface

by Jonathan Goldman

         

         With the passing of Pierre Boulez, it is impossible to avoid the impression of the end of an era: that of the ‘heroic’ age of post-war musical modernism and all its aesthetic and political struggles. The death of Boulez, perhaps the last prominent avatar of the European post-war avant-garde, closed another link in a chain of influential composers who predeceased him (such as Luigi Nono in 1990, John Cage in 1992, Karel Goeyvaerts in 1993, Iannis Xenakis in 2001, Luciano Berio in 2003, György Ligeti in 2006, Karlheinz Stockhausen in 2007, Henri Pousseur in 2009 and Elliott Carter in 2012), and his passing was followed by those of contemporaries as prominent as Peter Maxwell Davies and Pauline Oliveros, both in 2016. Inevitably, journalistic tributes to the famed composer and conductor announced ‘a truly final full stop for the twentieth-century musical avant-garde which he had notably helped to shape’,1 no doubt owing to the fact that the successive phases of Boulez’s artistic development mirrored those of the better part of a generation of composers, and took him from a ‘parametric’ post-Webernian phase to electroacoustic experiments, from ‘mobile’ aleatoric works to real-time electronic sound processing, from neo-expressionist miniatures to a return to large-scale form.

         One of the characteristics of Boulez’s cohort is their inclination towards theorising, their tendency to formulate overarching principles. While some might view this sceptically as the expression of an ‘imperialistic’ impulse – an attempt to set the boundaries within which art can take place, or a modernistic tendency to impose constraints on others’ fields of activity – others may also be able to admire and learn from a generation’s ability and will to think clearly about music, sometimes in a provocative, manifesto-like style. In fact, an expression used in the title of Boulez’s first monograph, Penser la musique aujourd’hui (it reads oddly in English: ‘To “Think” Music Today’), leaves out any mediating preposition between the thinking and the music. It is as if such a preposition would imply a distance that is barred from the aesthetic programme of Boulez and several of his contemporaries. Given this will to think music in all-encompassing terms, one is not surprised to find that there are seventeen (partly posthumous) volumes of Stockhausen’s Texte zur Musik (‘Texts about Music’, still mostly untranslated), as well as slimmer but no less rich volumes of writings by Pousseur, Berio and Carter, not to mention the many thousands of pages of Boulez’s writings collected in the Points de repère collection.2 In the case of Boulez, the impulse to write was particularly intense and productive: one does not hesitate to call him a writer, in addition to his many other laurels (composer, conductor, founder of musical institutions). Nor is one surprised to discover that several of Boulez’s earliest texts (‘Current Investigations’ (1954), ‘Corruption in the Censors’ (1956), ‘Alea’ (1957)) were published in a literary journal, La Nouvelle revue française (NRF).3

         Boulez’s theoretical project was particularly ambitious. He took his instinct for a ‘zero-hour’, post-apocalyptic tabula rasa to the extreme of seeking to reinvent music from the bottom up, with internally consistent foundations – at least according to a letter he wrote to Karlheinz Stockhausen, no doubt in the spirit of friendly artistic competition, in December 1959:

         
            As a matter of fact, I’ve been giving much thought in general to the foundations of today’s music. It will be the theme of my course at Darmstadt: six lectures on a new musical methodology. In preparation, I’m rereading Descartes; and I’m struck by how much our musical reasoning is in general inconsistent and without peremptory logic. We have to try to give our thought an internal rigour which it is far from possessing.4

         

         Even though a proposed multi-volume treatise on music never came to fruition, the tenor of the project can be sensed by imagining a combination of Penser la musique aujourd’hui and the 1963 lecture ‘The Necessity of an Aesthetic Orientation’.5 And yet, Boulez’s theoretical writings seem to have temporarily run out of steam around that time, 1963 being the year in which, according to Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ‘Pierre Boulez temporarily ceases to write texts pertaining to the elaboration of musical language.’6 This is evident in the text ‘Periform’, which Boulez wrote as a talk for a 1965 conference on musical form, in which he sounds more Dada than Descartes: ‘Is the virgin forest a form? No doubt.’7 The shortage of theoretical writings during the decade following this essay was likely at least in part the result of Boulez’s new role as an internationally renowned conductor: he conducted the The Rite of Spring at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées on 18 June 1963 to great acclaim, which set him on a trajectory that culminated in his simultaneous appointment to the New York Philharmonic and the BBC Symphony Orchestra in 1971. However, his silence as a writer was perhaps also due to his disillusionment with theoretical considerations per se.

         His impulse towards theorising was renewed when, following a proposal from Collège de France member and Boulez admirer Michel Foucault8 and a formal invitation from the historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Boulez was appointed to the chair of Invention, Technique and Language in Music at the Collège. This venerable French institution was founded in the sixteenth century and brings together scholars in all the major fields of the sciences and the arts. In addition to conducting their own research, scholars are required to give public lectures – or ‘leçons’, in the Collège’s time-honoured and somewhat archaic parlance – for a lay audience. Although Boulez was not the Collège’s first chair in music – the musicologist Jules Combarieu gave a course in music history there between 1904 and 19109 – his appointment revealed the institution’s desire to expand its scope to include creative activities. As is the Collège’s custom, the precise naming of the chair is made to measure for each particular candidate. Boulez’s appointment as Chair of Invention, Technique and Language in Music was tailor-made for a composer who had taken the metaphor of music as language to new heights in his writings. The appointment parallels Foucault’s nomination as the Collège’s Chair of the History of Systems of Thought in 1970, a chair that was, of course, designed precisely for him. Boulez would have been approached before the chair was created, and would have had a hand in crafting the text of nomination that Le Roy Ladurie submitted to the Collège’s administration on 16 March 1975, a text containing many themes dear to Boulez himself. For example, in a critical appraisal of Schoenberg, Le Roy Ladurie writes that ‘Schoenberg’s approach focuses on each element of sound separately: pitch, intensivity [sic], duration, timbre. Twelve-tone technique is often portrayed as being too systematic. In fact, it is not, or else it is systematic only in the short term. It is not always capable, for example, of “thinking” form.’10 That Boulez needed to continue the formal explorations left hanging by the ‘Viennese master’ is consistent with the aesthetic programme of the author of ‘Schoenberg Is Dead’ (1951). So it was that, once appointed to this new chair, Boulez gave nine one-hour lectures plus five two-hour seminars per year, beginning with the inaugural address on 10 December 1976 and continuing until the spring of 1995, with only a few exceptions, including two years in which no lectures took place. Boulez’s very assiduity at the Collège is perhaps surprising given his heavy conducting schedule during this period, but understandable given the strict regulations of Collège professors, who are under no circumstances allowed to vary the number of leçons they give each year.

         Boulez did not prepare written lectures for each of his leçons and seminars at the Collège. Instead, each academic year he would write a single essay of approximately twenty to thirty pages, each of which was devoted to a specific theme, and then he delivered all of the year’s lectures and seminars by extemporising from the prepared text. As a result, when Jean-Jacques Nattiez prepared the original French version of this volume, he published one essay per academic session, following Boulez’s own instructions rather than the established custom of publishing each of the nine lectures as a separate essay. Boulez subsequently revised each of the essays with a view to publication, and this current volume follows that form. In his revisions, Boulez removed some of the references to specific musical examples that were included during the lectures, heightening our sense that these essays are meditations on music in general rather than commentaries on specific works. Some of the works mentioned in Boulez’s lecture notes but subsequently redacted from the final version shed a fascinating light on his appraisal of the works of his own time, including a good number composed after 1970. In the 1979–80 courses that became ‘Automatism and Decision’, for example, Boulez mentioned works that exhibit indeterminacy on different planes. Among works that include various degrees of chance and determination in their form or structure, one finds not only Cage’s Music of Changes, Stockhausen’s Klavierstück XI and Henri Pousseur’s Mobile, but also Brian Ferneyhough’s Time and Motion Study II (1973–6); among pieces that exhibit degrees of indeterminacy with regard to pitch and timbre, Boulez cites not only Varèse’s Ionisation, as might have been expected, but also Heinz Holliger’s Psaume (1971) and Cardiophonie (1971), as well as Berio’s Circles. His discussion of indeterminacy in the form of ‘found objects’ includes references to Kagel’s Exotica (1970–1) and Acustica (1968/1970), as well as Dieter Schnebel’s Maulwerke (1968–74). In other categories of indeterminacy, Boulez cites graphic scores by Earle Brown and Sylvano Bussotti, and even Paul Méfano’s Périple(s) à 1 (1978) for solo saxophone, composed scarcely a year before the lecture. Not that there is anything surprising about Boulez being familiar with the most recent works by his contemporaries and the younger generation of composers – one has only to consider that he was programming many of these works in concerts by the Ensemble InterContemporain, just as he had decades earlier in his Domaine Musical seasons. These musical examples nevertheless illustrate that whatever his reasons for omitting reference to them in the essays’ final versions, familiarity with and reflection on the works of the musical present shaped the ultimate form of these musical meditations. Boulez also decided not to publish the lecture notes he prepared for the seminars, many of which featured collaborations with researchers associated with IRCAM, his institute for acoustical and musical research, including David Wessel, Andrew Gerzso and Giuseppe di Giugno, perhaps because their interactive style did not lend itself to the essay format.

         Boulez’s procedure of writing a single essay for each academic year (or sometimes for several successive years – see below) is what accounts for the (relative) brevity of this volume, considering that it covers fifteen academic sessions. One need only compare it with the 2015 publication of Pierre Bourdieu’s Collège de France lectures from only three sessions (1989–92), which spans some six hundred pages.11 The essays here were collected by Nattiez, in collaboration with their author, and published first in the volume Jalons (pour une décennie) (1989), which includes ten years’ worth of lectures, and then in Leçons de musique: Points de repère III (2005), which assembles the nearly complete essays, newly corrected and approved by Boulez, of which this volume is the translation.12 In several cases, the titles of the essays were different from those used for the yearly lecture themes; these new titles were added either by Boulez or by Nattiez with the composer’s approval. Indeed, one could imagine a future critical edition of Boulez’s complete Collège de France lectures, transcribed from the audio recordings of the leçons, that would require several volumes, along the lines of Foucault’s complete Collège lectures.13

         Of the essays collected here, Chapter 1 is the projet d’enseignement, or ‘teaching statement’, that Boulez submitted as part of his official acceptance of the invitation to be appointed as chair; hence, its title here is taken from that of the chair itself, i.e. ‘Invention, Technique and Language’. Chapter 2, here given the title ‘Invention/Research’, is the text of Boulez’s inaugural address, the lecture that is traditionally ‘delivered solemnly in the presence of colleagues to a large audience, […] an opportunity to situate his or her writings and teaching in relation to predecessors and to the most recent research developments.’14 This inaugural address was published by Boulez in the programme of a series of concerts and exhibitions that marked the opening of IRCAM in 1977, in which he collaborated with sound engineers and computer programmers at the forefront of innovations in sound-processing technology, rather than in a separate Collège de France publication, as is the custom.15

         After this inaugural address, Boulez gave no lectures in the first academic session (1976–7). Chapter 3, ‘Idea, Realisation, Craft’, is derived from the lecture notes used in the 1977–8 academic year, whose title was announced as ‘Musical Invention I: Origins and Antecedents’. Chapter 4, ‘Language, Material and Structure’, corresponds to the lectures given in the 1978–9 session, which were originally advertised as ‘Musical Invention II: Dimensions and Codes’. Chapter 5, ‘Composition and Its Various Gestures’, formed the basis for the 1979–80 academic year, which received the same title, as did Chapter 6, ‘Automatism and Decision’, for 1980–1. The latter title is clearly an allusion to György Ligeti’s well-known 1958 analysis of the first piece of Boulez’s Structures for two pianos (1951–2).16 Apparently unsatisfied with the text from the 1981–2 session, ‘Research and Creation’, Boulez chose not to include it in either Jalons or Leçons de musique. Chapter 7, ‘The Notion of Theme and Its Evolution’, is the text used for the 1982–3 academic year, which was given the same title. Chapter 8, ‘Theme, Variations and Form’, and Chapter 9, ‘Athematicism, Identity and Variation’, were used in the 1983–4 and 1984–5 sessions respectively, both under the title of ‘The Thematic Challenge’. Chapter 10, ‘The System and the Idea’, corresponds to the 1985–6 academic year, in which Boulez derived his lectures from a journal article that he had recently published.17 Similarly, after not having given lectures in 1986–7, for the 1987–8 session, ‘Between Order and Chaos’ (Chapter 11), Boulez used a recently published journal article as the basis for his lectures.18 Nevertheless, for these two articles, the texts that Boulez prepared for Leçons de musique are considerably altered from the versions originally published: in the case of ‘The System and the Idea’, the essay published here is fully twice as long. Chapter 12, ‘Memory and Creation’, formed the basis for the lectures given in both 1988–9 and 1989–90, which were announced under the same title. Chapter 13 (here titled ‘The Concept of Writing’), Chapter 14 (‘Notation, Transcription, Invention’) and Chapter 15 (‘Writing and Idea’) formed the basis for the 1990–1, 1991–2 and 1992–3 series respectively, all of which were originally announced under the title ‘The Concept of Writing’. There were no lectures in 1993–4, while in the final year of the appointment, 1994–5, Boulez gave lectures under the title ‘The Work: Whole or Fragment?’ The dates and titles of the original lectures, established from recordings, Collège de France records and Boulez’s agenda entries, are listed below in the original French:

         
            Lecture Dates and Annual Topics 19

            Inaugural address: 10 Dec. 1976

            1977–8: L’invention musicale – I: origines et antécédents

11 Jan. 1978, 25 Jan., 1 Feb., 22 Feb., 1 Mar., 22 Mar., 29 Mar., 12 Apr., 19 Apr.

            1978–9: L’invention musicale – II: dimensions et codes

6 Oct. 1978, 13 Oct., 20 Oct., 27 Oct., 3 Nov., 10 Nov., 17 Nov., 24 Nov., 1 Dec.

            1979–80: La composition et ses différents gestes

18 Jan. 1980, 25 Jan., 1 Feb., 8 Feb., 15 Feb., 22 Feb., 29 Feb., 7 Mar., 14 Mar.

            1980–1: Automatisme et décision

27 Feb. 1981, 6 Mar., 13 Mar., 20 Mar., 4 Apr., 24 Apr., 2 May, 12 Jun., 19 Jun.

            1981–2: Recherche et création

15 Jan. 1982, 22 Jan., 29 Jan., 5 Feb., 19 Feb., 20 Feb., 12 Mar., 13 Mar., 19 Mar.

            1982–3: La notion de thème et son évolution

14 Jan. 1983, 21 Jan., 29 Jan., 4 Feb., 18 Feb., 25 Feb., 4 Mar., 11 Mar., 25 Mar.

            1983–4: L’enjeu thématique – I

13 Jan. 1984, 20 Jan., 27 Jan., 3 Feb., 2 Mar., 9 Mar., 16 Mar., 23 Mar., 30 Mar.

            1984–5: L’enjeu thématique – II 

11 Jan. 1985, 12 Jan., 18 Jan., 19 Jan., 1 Feb., 2 Feb., 8 Feb., 9 Feb., 15 Feb.

            1985–6: no lectures

            1986–7: Le système et l’idée

30 Jan. 1987, 20 Feb., 20 Mar., 27 Mar., 3 Apr., 10 Apr., 15 May, 22 May, 29 May

            1987–8: Entre ordre et chaos

29 Jan. 1988, 5 Feb., 12 Feb., 19 Feb., 15 Apr., 22 Apr., 29 Apr., 6 May, 13 May

            1988–9: Mémoire et creation – I

3 Feb. 1989, 4 Feb., 10 Feb., 11 Feb., 17 Feb., 18 Feb., 24 Feb., 25 Feb., 3 Mar.

            1989–90: Mémoire et création – II 

26 Jan. 1990, 27 Jan., 2 Feb., 3 Feb., 16 Feb., 17 Feb., 9 Mar., 10 Mar., 17 Mar.

            1990–1: Le concept d’écriture – I

30 Nov. 1990, 1 Dec., 7 Dec., 8 Dec., 14 Dec., 15 Dec., 18 Jan. 1991, 19 Jan., 25 Jan.

            1991–2: Le concept d’écriture – II

10 Jan. 1992, 11 Jan., 24 Jan., 25 Jan., 11 Apr., 16 Apr., 17 Apr., 18 Apr., 19 Jun.

            1992–3: Le concept d’écriture – III

30 Oct. 1992, 31 Oct., 6 Nov., 7 Nov., 13 Nov., 14 Nov., 8 Jan. 1993, 9 Jan., 12 Feb.

            1993–4: no lectures

            1994–5: L’oeuvre: tout/fragment

21 Oct. 1994, 22 Oct., 28 Oct., 29 Oct., 3 Feb. 1995, 4 Feb., 17 Feb., 18 Feb., 8 Apr.

         

         Boulez’s Collège de France period coincided with a new phase in his own compositional career and a marked stylistic departure, as witnessed by such works as Rituel (1974–5), Messagesquisse (1976–7) and the magnum opus of this period, Répons (1981; 1984), as well as later large-scale works such as Sur Incises (1996–8) and Dérive 2 (1988–2006/2009). We cannot really trace how theory and practice developed together in Boulez’s mind, but it remains clear that this period was marked by a return to systematic thinking – to thinking music in all its generality. Far from bearing only on Boulez’s own music or musical thought, the ideas elaborated in this volume apply in principle to any musical language and may well be of interest to composers, performers and music lovers of all kinds – ‘no aesthetic orientation necessary’, as it were. It might further be suggested that the two lectures that concern the central Boulezian concept of ‘invention’ (Chapters 1 and 2) could apply equally well to any creative endeavour and contribute to the current scholarly conversation about the nature of creativity.

         This English edition complements the last English volume of Boulez’s writings, Orientations, published in 1986.20 All other volumes published in English since that time have been a retranslation of an existing volume,21 a collection of letters22 or a book-length series of conversations or interviews.23 The texts contained here can at times be read as a kind of diary of the problems and discoveries Boulez encountered during the gestation of his compositions: the reflections presented here on idea, gesture, creativity, the musical object, the concept of writing, the status of the musical ‘work’ and the notions of deduction and envelope are inextricably linked to Boulez’s development as a composer. For example, in the final year’s course, ‘The Work: Whole or Fragment?’, Boulez makes no secret of the fact that in studying the status of the musical work, he is reflecting on a problem of particular personal interest. The relationship between fragment and whole is, of course, central to his reflections on form; his works Dérive 1 (1984), Mémoriale (… explosante-fixe … Originel) (1985) and Anthèmes 1 (1991–2) and 2 (1998), for example, are fragments, grafts or extensions of Répons and … explosante-fixe … (1971; 1991–3) respectively.

         In these lectures, Boulez was still searching for solutions to musical problems after half a century of compositional experience. It is remarkable to find him still meditating in the 1980s and 1990s on the consequences of two of his most fundamentally important compositional experiments from the 1950s: total serialism, the iconic example being his Structures for two pianos, book 1 (1951–2); and open or mobile form, whose locus classicus is the Third Piano Sonata (1958–63). Indeed, with regard to open form, and more generally the cluster of concepts that include indeterminacy, aleatorics and chance, Chapter 6 contains a sustained reflection, replete with aesthetic detail, that at times recalls the now-classic correspondence in which Boulez and John Cage circled around these compositional issues.24 But there are also abundant new areas of focus here, most significantly concerning the theme and thematic processes (Chapters 7–9), perceptual markers that he terms ‘envelopes’ and ‘signals’ (Chapters 9–11), the problem of ‘authenticity’ (Chapter 12) and large-scale form (Chapters 12–16), among many others.

         Boulez’s highly literary style, with its crisp and precise sentences, also reveals his affiliation to a French literary as well as musical tradition. In this respect, he follows in the footsteps of another literary titan, Hector Berlioz. Boulez also shows himself to be the product of a classical education: many of the concepts he uses to describe musical discourse are inspired by notions in classical rhetoric (tropes, schema, invention, etc.), so much so that one sometimes has the impression of reading a manual on musical rhetoric in the tradition of Johann Mattheson’s Das neu-eröffnete Orchestre (1713). This should come as no surprise, given the classical elements of Boulez’s musical discourse.25 Moreover, as Patrick McCreless noted, ‘What the later eighteenth century tended to call rhetoric gradually began to be subsumed under what the nineteenth century called structure, to the point that musical rhetoric disappeared altogether. It was left to twentieth-century musicology to recover, underneath the nineteenth-century concepts of expression, organicism, and structure, the rhetorical roots of the music and music theory of the preceding centuries.’26 It is conceivable that modern composers like Boulez did the same in their writings and compositions. Indeed, some readers may be struck by the underlying organicism of Boulez’s approach, as if his leçons were follow-ups to the lectures that formed Anton Webern’s posthumous volume The Path to the New Music, a book that Boulez quotes repeatedly here. Boulez is at any rate unabashed about appealing to organic metaphors, such as when he notes, in Chapter 9, that ‘The difficulty is in transmission: to create not only an order that can be perceived, but also a living, sensate organism that displays this order in a perceptible way.’27 It may also be that the classical tropes of Boulez’s thought in the Collège lectures are the flip side of his other major activity during those years: his directorship of IRCAM, from its beginnings in the early 1970s until 1993. As is stated in the official Collège document presenting Boulez’s candidacy for the chair, signed by Le Roy Ladurie and presented on 29 June 1975: ‘Boulez’s teaching at the Collège de France will take place in parallel with his activity as director of IRCAM […] The collaboration between musicians and scientists, research conducted at IRCAM and, in parallel, Pierre Boulez’s teaching at the Collège de France, will form a kind of laboratory that is at once individual and collective, in which contemporary music and its science will be created; in which one will create and, at any rate, think the music of today.’28 Indeed, as lectures in the hallowed halls of the Collège de France, Boulez’s musical meditations take on a timeless character, one in which technology and what he terms the ‘machine’ play only supporting roles. This double identity – IRCAM technologist in the morning, Collège de France classicist in the afternoon – is, of course, the mirror image of the double (viz. Dialogue de l’ombre double) and indeed multiple (viz. Éclat/Multiples) nature of Boulez the musician.

         Other readers will be struck by the affinity of many of these chapters with contemporaneous musicological writing. For example, when, in Chapter 5, Boulez states that ‘For a long time, music did not address the problem of expression (and its sentimental caricature, “being expressive”) as a distinct category’, one feels that such a sentence might be found on a page of Carl Dahlhaus’s writings. Elsewhere, Boulez writes in a mode that in English is usually understood as that of the critic. In Chapter 3, speaking of works that are ‘geological cataclysms that have entirely changed musical thinking’, he recalls T. S. Eliot’s well-known theory of poetic genius in the poet’s famous essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, an essay that Boulez quotes at length in Chapter 12.29 Sometimes, his prose makes striking use of political or even martial metaphors, as when he discusses a musical idea that when ‘conceived with enough power, it can eventually invade territories far removed from where it began.’30 At other times, he clearly wants the politically charged connotations of words like ‘hierarchy’ to ring out: ‘This is by no means a hierarchy setting out what is important and what is not – one of distinction versus contempt, noble versus ignoble – but rather a hierarchy distinguishing what is at the centre from what is peripheral, what is decisive from what is relative.’31

         It has often been noted (by Célestin Deliège and Nattiez in particular) that the Collège de France lectures represented a decisive turn towards an exploration of the way music is perceived in practice, even if sensitivity to perceptual factors can hardly be underestimated in either Boulez’s earliest writings or indeed his compositions, and it is salutory, in an era when so much modernist musical production is dismissed out of hand as mere Augenmusik divorced from real musical experience, to read Boulez’s claim that

         
            being conscious of the various forms of musical perception and knowing how to explore and exploit them enriches invention considerably. Perception through presence and perception through absence mark the limits within which lies an immense field of possibilities. Elements set in relief or hollowed out, reassured or thwarted memory – these are the two poles of the listener’s relationship with the work.32

         

         And yet it is instructive to consider to what extent the Collège de France lectures represent an aesthetic reversal of the position set out in the earlier writings. Perhaps, if one likes – and in a nod to the title of the earlier volume of Boulez’s writings – these lectures could be considered as theoretical and methodological ‘reorientations’? Rather than speaking of an aesthetic turn, it would probably be more accurate to focus on how this volume reminds us once again of the crucial role played by the listener in Boulez’s conception of the musical experience.33 The concern for the nature of sound perception evident in these writings is also a reflection of the kind of psychoacoustic research that was taking shape then at IRCAM, spearheaded by David Wessel and, later, Stephen McAdams. One senses in Boulez’s comments about perception, memory and signals a sincere belief, shared by other IRCAM composers at the time, that new findings in psychoacoustics would soon transform the way music was composed.34

         
            *

         

         This translation received financial support from the Irène Deliège Translation Fund managed by the King Baudouin Foundation, Brussels, and the translators wish to express their sincere gratitude to Professor Deliège, as well as to the president of the Fund’s board, John Sloboda, for their generous support in bringing this project to fruition. We gratefully acknowledge Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s help in answering our queries, and especially for having facilitated this edition immeasurably through the rigorous editing of Leçons de musique. We also heartily thank Belinda Matthews and the editorial team at Faber for their support at each stage of this volume’s production. Finally, we wish to gratefully acknowledge the superb craft and attention to detail of Michael Downes (University of St Andrews), who painstakingly edited this translation with a keen eye for readability, concision, precision and fidelity to the French original. Boulez’s original French text contained no references to sources. All footnotes in this volume are editorial. Where possible, we have identified the sources from which Boulez quoted and have reproduced an existing translation into English. In some cases, where Boulez was presumably quoting from memory, and no exact reference has been discoverable, we provide no footnoted information.

         
            1 ‘… un point véritablement final au XXe siècle musical avant-gardiste qu’il avait notablement contribué à façonner’: Renaud Machart, ‘Mort de Pierre Boulez, symbole d’un XXe siècle musical avant-gardiste’, Le Monde, 6 January 2016, www.lemonde.fr/disparitions/article/2016/01/06/mort-du-compositeur-et-chef-d-orchestre-pierre-boulez_4842501_3382.html. Boulez’s book contained no notes, and all the endnotes in this volume are editorial.

            2 Points de repère (Paris, Bourgois, 1981, 1985), Points de repères I. Imaginer (Paris: Bourgois, 1995), Regards sur autrui. Points de repère II (Paris: Bourgois, 1995) and Leçons de musique. Points de repère III (Paris: Bourgois, 2005).

            3 ‘Current Investigations’ [‘Recherches maintenant’](1954), ‘Corruption in the Censors’ [‘La Corruption dans les encensoirs’] (1956), ‘Alea’ [‘Aléa’] (1957), all published in Pierre Boulez, Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship, ed. Paule Thévenin, trans. Stephen Walsh, intro. Robert Piencikowski (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 15–19, 20–5 and 26–38.

            4 Quoted in Philippe Albèra, Pli selon pli. Études et entretien (Geneva: Contrechamps, 2003), p. 78.

            5 The first part of this essay is translated as ‘Putting the Phantoms to Flight’, in Orientations, ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, trans. Martin Cooper (London: Faber, 1986), pp. 63–83.

            6 ‘Si l’année 1963 avait été retenue […], c’est parce que, après cette date, Pierre Boulez cesse d’écrire, provisoirement, des textes relatifs à l’élaboration de son langage musical,’ in Jonathan Goldman, Jean-Jacques Nattiez and François Nicolas, eds., La pensée de Pierre Boulez à travers ses écrits (Sampzon: Delatour, 2009), p. 13.

            7 ‘Est-ce que la forêt vierge est une forme? Sans doute’: ‘Périforme’, in Boulez, Points de repère 1. Imaginer, ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez (Paris, Bourgois, 1995), pp. 397–403.

            8 Michel Foucault, ‘Pierre Boulez, the Pierced Screen’ (1982), in James D. Faubion, ed., Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology: Essential Works of Foucault 1954–1984, trans. A. M. Sheridan (London, Penguin: 1998), pp. 241–4. This text was included in the French edition of this volume.

            9 Rémy Campos, Nicolas Donin and Frédéric Keck, ‘Musique, musicologie, sciences humaines: sociabilités intellectuelles, engagements esthétiques et malentendus disciplinaires (1870–1970)’, Revue d’histoire des sciences humaines, no. 14 (2006/1), pp. 3–17; 6–7.

            10 ‘L’effort de Schönberg porte séparément sur chaque élément du son: la hauteur, l’intensivité [sic], la durée, le timbre. La dodécaphonie est souvent présentée comme étant trop systématique. En fait, elle ne l’est pas, ou bien elle l’est à court terme. Elle ne se révèlera pas toujours capable, par exemple, de penser la forme’: ‘Proposition de création d’une chaire intitulée Invention, Technique et Langage en Musique, par M. Emmanuel LE ROY LADURIE’, presented to the Cabinet de l’Administrateur of the Collège de France on 16 March 1975, pp. 44–8, 45. In the Boulez Archives, Université de Montréal.

            11 Pierre Bourdieu, De l’état. Cours au Collège de France (1989–1992), eds. Patrick Champagne, Remi Lenoir, Franck Poupeau and Marie-Christine Rivière (Paris: Raison d’agir/Seuil, 2012). English translation: On the State: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1989–1992, trans. David Fernbach (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014).
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            Pierre Boulez, Lecturer

by Jean-Jacques Nattiez

         

         This English version of Pierre Boulez’s Music Lessons, published in French in 2005, under the title Leçons de musique, when he was eighty, provides all the texts on which he based his Collège de France teachings between 1976 and 1995. The French publication formed part of a larger collection of Boulez’s writings, as described by Jonathan Goldman in the preceding Preface. This was a composer who cared deeply that his public should be aware of the evolution of his thinking, and of the new trends in his theoretical reflections since the original Points de repère (that is, the Orientations of 1986).

         We should not expect Pierre Boulez’s Collège de France lectures to claim to offer a pedagogical composition manual – Chapter 1: How to Sharpen Your Pencil; Chapter 2: How to Draw the Staves; Chapter 3: How to Construct a Series; Chapter 4: How to Transpose It … and so on! By entitling the first version of some of these writings ‘Milestones’ (Jalons), Boulez meant to emphasise that he was directly addressing the concrete issues with which he was dealing in his compositions at the time: Notations for orchestra (1978–84, 1997, 2004), the various versions of Répons (1981, 1982, 1984), Dérive 1, Dérive 2 (1988–2006/2009), … explosante-fixe … and Anthèmes all inspired, explicitly or implicitly, this first-hand testimony of the creative craft.

         One may wonder whether the profusion of ideas and images prompted by the creativity of a figure such as Boulez would spill over here into disorder, but each successive chapter consistently reveals concerns that we recognise from Orientations: the conflict between a composer’s responsibility and the lure of chance; the illusions of neoclassicism; the stalemate of integral serialism; the dialectical interplay of strict and free composition. And yet, unlike the fiery younger Boulez, here he focuses continually on how the composer needs to respect perception. He analyses the role that thematicism and other procedures must play in listeners’ orientation, and discusses the role of memory in composing and performing musical works, which leads him to extensive reflection on the much debated question of authenticity in interpretation.

         These topics, though – one would almost like to call them leitmotivs – recur less like the refrains of a rondo than as the stages of an unfolding spiral. If you were to read this volume uninterruptedly over four or five days, you would be taken on a continuous trajectory: from the initial Idea to the deductions – a favourite term of Boulez’s – that the creative gesture draws from it, through to the perception of the whole work. Here, in the music of the last century, analysis and the mysteries of writing are at stake, as is the link with notation. Does the work of a musician originate in the eye of the deaf? What remains of overly pure schemes and systems? And can we reconcile creativity and perception without becoming stuck in the rut of neo-romanticism, or simplistic repetitiveness, or the aporias of the postmodern? Taken up year upon year, but always from a different perspective, the threads of a veritable poetics of music, occasionally self-critical, weave a labyrinth of relatively simple ideas.

         It has therefore been necessary in publishing this course of lectures to preserve its chronology. Although reading these pages continuously, like fast-forwarding a film, can allow us to encompass nearly twenty years of research and reflection in a short time, these musical lectures, like any journey through an urban maze, also offer alternative routes. If I may suggest several itineraries, Chapter 5, ‘Composition and Its Various Gestures’, is definitely the one that most synthesises the fundamental ideas elaborated in the rest of the book, and is undoubtedly a good place to start. If an idea familiar to the music-lover is the best vehicle for approaching Boulez’s thinking, I suggest beginning with Part 3, devoted to ‘The Composer’s Gesture’, as well as the fine Chapter 12, ‘Memory and Creation’, in which Boulez addresses the concept of authenticity that underlies new approaches to the interpretation of early and baroque music. On the other hand, for those who still think of Boulez as an esoteric composer, overlooking the actual effect of his works on the listener, there are surprises in store in Part 5: in ‘The System and the Idea’ (Chapter 10), for example, where he is happy to maintain that system is a ‘crutch’ for the imagination; or in ‘Between Order and Chaos’ (Chapter 11), which covers what the composer needs to know about music perception. If we wish to know what Boulez has to say about the giants of the twentieth century – Mahler, Debussy, Stravinsky or Varèse – then ‘Theme, Variations and Form’ (Chapter 8) is the place to look. And the index can be consulted as a working guide.

         Boulez deliberately excluded from his chapters as too specific a whole series of references to particular works and composers. He reread and took charge of his manuscript from first page to last, and wanted Music Lessons to be first of all a book, one that offers broad reflections, beyond personal and passing contingencies. Paradoxically, the more abstract the discussion, the easier it is for the non-musician to take it in.

         Are these pages therefore somehow remote from music, and Boulez’s own music in particular? I would like to offer some personal testimony, having worked on the first edition of this book – which appeared under the title Jalons (pour une décennie) in 1989 – at the same time as hearing and studying Répons. Just as Répons forgoes the harshness of Éclat (1965) and the Piano Sonata No. 2 (1947–8), so Boulez’s way of writing at this period is no longer as pointed, polemical and provocative as it was in his youth, when the very construction of a language was at stake. It takes its time to unfold and to develop, permits extra thoughts and digressions, just like the ‘tropes’ that expanded the content of Répons from one version to the next and gradually gave it a new face.

         
            *

         

         The French edition of Music Lessons would have been impossible without the careful work of Nancy Hartmann, on the first twelve chapters, and Klaus-Peter Altekruse, on Chapters 12–16, both of whom were responsible for typing out the manuscript; of Gaétan Martel, who helped me to finalise the first four parts; and of Astrid Schirmer, as an effective intermediary between Pierre Boulez and me. Yolande Martel processed all the chapters for the first edition. I express my gratitude to the Université de Montréal for the years of financial support that enabled me to complete this project. I can hardly thank Jonathan Goldman enough for his diligence and the quality of his extensive contributions to the initial preparation of this book, as well as today for this English version. I offer him here my deep gratitude.

         
             

         

         Jean-Jacques Nattiez   

         October 2004; revised March 2017   

      

   


   
      
         

            PART 1: PRELIMINARIES

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            Invention, Technique and Language

            (1976)

         

         Since the beginning of the twentieth century, music has evolved so quickly that many time-honoured principles and rules that we once took for granted have been called into question. There have been periods during which musicians devoted themselves to investigating the rational foundations of musical language, systematically exploring the techniques through which they express themselves – but such periods are few and far between. The last attempt to provide such comprehensive explanation was during the eighteenth century, and the idea of tonality it established endured for nearly two hundred years. Since then, composers have charted much new ground and abandoned almost all previous constraints. But despite the publication of highly technical books that examine aspects of musical language or the implications of key works, music theory has not kept up with the progress composers have made.

         Almost from the start, my own priority has been not so much to codify something that is constantly evolving as to grasp more precisely how today’s music works. In my lectures at Darmstadt, some of which have been published,1 I tried to put everyday compositional problems in context in order to see how we could build on the work of our immediate predecessors.

         Those lectures were only snapshots taken during a period of transition. Since I gave them, new and even more radical questions have been raised, forcing us to reconsider not just the musical grammar that still exists, for better or worse, but also the very material with which we work. In short, musical creativity must now be examined afresh, taking into account both ends and means.

         We should perhaps begin by acknowledging musicians’ deep dissatisfaction with the current situation. This is caused first of all by the frequent inadequacy of the sound material, both old and new, that is at their disposal. For all sorts of reasons, not least financial, the realm of instruments hardly ever varies – or if it does, it is only to make more money. The instrumental paradigms with which we work were bequeathed to us by previous centuries and are based on a musical language that is now completely obsolete. These paradigms, whose endurance is guaranteed by musical pedagogy, make composers impatient because they cannot supply them with the sonorous material they dream of. On the other hand, composers who use electronic or electroacoustic material often have to deal with equipment that is either rudimentary or extremely complex and yet to be fully understood. The potential is there, but it is difficult to see clearly how it can be exploited, and in particular how free and effective musical expression can be produced by mechanisms that even now remain intimidating.

         Whatever the problems it presents, material is nonetheless an essential part of musical invention. Just as architects’ choice of materials influences – and sometimes brutally dictates – the evolution and realisation of their ideas, for musicians, too, creativity and material are inextricably linked. In our own tradition we have seen instruments evolve towards their optimum form; once musical ideas go beyond what these instruments are capable of, those instruments fall into disfavour and are soon forgotten.

         This coincidence is so striking that, just as one can reconstruct the evolution of certain civilisations through changes in their ceramics and pottery, one could almost establish a history of musical language through a history of the evolution of musical instruments. Similarly, when one observes different musical cultures, one sees that certain civilisations became attached to particular types of instrument because they expressed something about their manner of existence. Musical invention is thus directly linked to material and requires its renewal, while at the same time making unexpected demands of it. This reciprocity of invention and material is one of the most fundamental characteristics of any musical civilisation.

         The way in which material is used is itself a question of technique. Sound exists in its own right, of course, but in order to become a valid element of musical language, it must be integrated into a project: once again, technique and material are closely tied to one another, as we can easily demonstrate. Musical language in the European tradition increasingly aspired to neutralise sound, removing its immediate individuality in order to incorporate it more fully into an overall conception. Our tradition homogenised sonic space, and traditional music theory has supported it by bringing elements that inherently resist integration into a logical, abstract construction, whether willingly or under duress. If they offer too much resistance, we reject them. If we can accommodate their resistance – if we can make them part of a comprehensible pattern – we can include them in the system. In such a system, a note is above all an abstract symbol, reducible to, and interchangeable with, other abstract symbols. Peripheral phenomena are either minimised or annihilated. Musical language thus establishes hierarchies by force in order to dominate its material, giving it unity and homogeneity. These hierarchies are maintained by centralising laws that codify the form of the work and direct our perceptions of it.

         Recent musical history attests to the struggle against this state of affairs. Increasingly anarchic procedures and choices have progressively undermined the highly organised musical hierarchy. Moreover, constantly renewed perceptions broke down the former symmetries and did away with classicism’s cherished neutralisation of sound. Not only did elements of language regain an individuality of function that had long since been lost, but material became increasingly heterogeneous. Let us first consider the instrumental domain. To begin with, instruments were chosen for their individual character. We systematically explored the various playing techniques an instrument offered, and we used them in heterogeneous combinations to ensure the distinctiveness of the musical entity. When traditional methods of playing an instrument did not permit the individuality we sought, we used ‘eccentric’ means instead, defying the assumptions of the instrument’s inventors. As for the electroacoustic realm, it is still too rich and unexplored to be codified hierarchically; it has a chaotic character that composers exploit as a means for liberation. In that realm, laws are made up from decisions made in the moment: when an instrument can be altered electroacoustically, it suggests that secular taboos have been cast aside or destroyed. Unpredictability prevails, requiring today’s musical language to evolve in two directions at the same time: that of global rigour and that of freedom in the moment.

         These upheavals in technique led to a complete reassessment of musical language. Notions that were once believed to be eternal are now seen as transitory. In truth, the investigation of musical language has barely begun. By comparison with spoken or written language, music remains unexplored. Its current evolution obliges us to examine it, since even the signs that are used to transcribe music are increasingly called into question. The notation that evolved many centuries ago became a precise, nearly perfect tool for all of the ‘neutral’ phenomena that it purported to transcribe. But now, the complex – and often highly individual – nature of sound phenomena means that notation has become overloaded with symbols, and consequently nearly every score uses its own code. Until recently, notation was analytical, accounting for each component of sound phenomena and their context: pitch, dynamics, duration, timbre and absolute or relative speed. The intersection of these various fields of notation provided an extremely precise idea of the sonic result. But from the moment we sought to describe more individualised phenomena, or even events not intended for transcription in this form – as when electroacoustic music was notated – traditional notation failed to capture the music’s essence, for reasons that are all too easy to imagine. Thus, a problem that at first appears to be purely one of transcription ends up highlighting a fundamental limitation of our present resources.

         Today, these problems are bound together, making it interesting to study them simultaneously. The future of music is richer than it has ever been. But the period we are living through encourages us to examine problems that in other periods could have been resolved intuitively. In this respect, music is simply following language. Of course, a theoretical approach will never be enough on its own, and will never replace artistic creation. But composers are justified in feeling frustrated at seeing their ideas nullified by a musical practice that lags behind them, and that is itself not daring enough in its analysis of the current situation. I propose to move forward by exploring how invention, technique and language interact in the field of musical composition, and I believe that this exploration could be of great importance to contemporary music, helping it to enlarge its scope, develop its resources and place itself in the position it should occupy in today’s world. Music should not be allowed simply to muddle through the process of its own evolution, trailing behind other art forms. It must be given a chance to become as integrated as possible into contemporary consciousness and to play its part in global endeavours.

         
            1 Pierre Boulez, Boulez on Music Today, trans. Susan Bradshaw and Richard Rodney Bennett (London: Faber, 1971).

         

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            
Invention / Research1


            (1976)

         

         Invention/research: a problem of constant concern that lies at the very heart of creative activity today.

         Creative invention in music is often the object of prohibitions and taboos that we transgress at our peril. Creativity is seen as the private and exclusive property of genius, or at least of talent. Of course, it cannot be explained in strictly rational terms, since it eludes analysis by producing unpredictable results from nowhere. But is that ‘nowhere’ really like a conjuror’s hat, a void from which objects magically appear? And is the context from which these ‘unpredictable results’ emerge really so unpredictable? Creativity does not come from nowhere but is nurtured by contact with music of the past (sometimes the recent past), and emerges through reflection on antecedents, immediate or remote. This reflection will naturally focus on the philosophical underpinnings, the mental mechanisms and the intellectual journey evident in works that have been chosen as models, but it nonetheless deals with sonic material itself, since music cannot exist without this medium. Musical material has evolved through the centuries, providing each era with a characteristic sonic profile that will constantly be renewed – slowly, perhaps, but inescapably.

         Nevertheless, creativity today finds itself grappling with certain problems concerning the relationship between composers’ conception or vision and the sonic realisation of their thoughts. For some time now, composers have indulged the opportunity for ‘wild’ invention, exploring ideas quite different from those that the physical medium – the sound material – can realise. The divergence of these paths has created obstacles to the creative process significant enough to threaten its natural character: when either material or thought is developed on its own, with no regard to the relationship between them, a profound imbalance sets in, to the detriment of the work, which is tugged between these distorted priorities. Of course, these obstacles originate from causes beyond the composer’s own will, over which there is little control, but one should remain conscious of them in order to try to find a remedy.

         Obstacles of a social nature are immediately apparent. At least since the beginning of the twentieth century, our culture has been oriented towards historicism and conservation. As if from a reflex for self-preservation, the more technology progresses and subjugates, the more culture feebly hides behind what it considers to be the immutable and imperishable values of the past. Meanwhile, the consumption of music increased considerably, since a larger (though still quite limited) section of society had the leisure time and purchasing power to access musical culture more easily, and since the means for its dissemination became more numerous and more affordable. Ongoing consumption generated boredom with music that was heard too often. Searches took place for a replacement repertoire, located in the same stylistic tradition as established works but providing a diversion from them, albeit short-lived and inadequate. Consumption all too rarely leads to a genuine extension of the repertoire, one that breathes new life into works that have become the exclusive property of libraries. Another strategy to avoid boredom, for those who throw themselves into it, is research into the historical particularities of earlier performances. Musical life thus assumes the character of a museum, with its almost obsessive concern with reconstructing the conditions of the past as faithfully as possible. This phenomenon of historicism reveals the dangers courted by a culture that so openly admits its weakness: it spends its time not creating models, or destroying them to allow new ones to grow out of them, but rather reconstructing and venerating them like totems, emblems of a long-gone golden age.

         Among the consequences of this culture of historicism has been an almost complete cessation in the evolution of musical material. For both social and economic reasons, the development of instruments has suffered a fatal stall. The major channels of musical consumption almost exclusively promote works from the past, and therefore rely on outdated means of transmission, those that proved most effective at the time the pieces were composed. This state of mind is, of course, faithfully mirrored in musical pedagogy, which chooses works from a narrow period of history for study. This limits the techniques and sound materials available to musicians right from the start, which has the pernicious consequence of inspiring a narrow-minded outlook that considers what is learned in class as a definitive judgement. Musical-instrument manufacturers are not likely to commit financial suicide, so they merely respond to the demands made of them, fine-tuning commercially established models without any thought for innovation or transformation. Once market forces and economic demand come into play, such as in the realm of pop music, where the constraints of historicity do not exist, we see how manufacturers of instruments, like their colleagues who make cars or household appliances, have an incentive to develop prototypes, which they then adjust minimally in order to find new markets and hitherto unexploited opportunities. By comparison, the economic power of so-called serious music is, of course, feeble, offering slender potential for profit and therefore attracting little interest from manufacturers. Thus, two forces come together to paralyse the evolution of musical material, trapping it in a territory conquered and explored by other musical eras for needs that do not necessarily coincide with our own. A civilisation admires itself complacently in the mirror of history, no longer creating the demands that would make renewal an economic necessity.

         In another sector of musical life, one with little connection to the ‘historically informed’ clan, musical material has in the last thirty years taken on a life of its own, almost independently from musical invention. As if in revenge for negligence and intransigence, this material has appeared like a gift that one sometimes wonders how to exploit. Its urgent importance is apparent even before it becomes integrated into thought, into strictly musical invention. In fact, technological research has often been the work of scientists who, while interested in music, stand outside the usual circles of musical education and culture. Of course, here too there are obvious points of contact with the economic processes of a society that depends on and ceaselessly demands technological evolution in order to store and preserve information: the secondary functions of this technology can sometimes be used to surprising ends, perhaps far removed from the initial research. The economic processes were driven by the goal of reproducing pre-existing music that was part of our cultural heritage; ever more advanced and accessible technology consolidated both the manufacturers’ grip on the market and the rigid supremacy of this heritage. In time, however, the technologies of recording, reproduction and broadcasting – microphones, loudspeakers, amplifiers, magnetic tape – developed to the point where they became unfaithful to their initial goal, which was to reproduce without intervention. Over time, techniques of reproduction showed an increasingly irrepressible tendency towards autonomy, supplying their own image of pre-existing music rather than reproducing live listening conditions as faithfully as possible. It is easy to justify the rebellion against non-recorded reality: creating a trompe l’œil reproduction makes no sense when one considers the very different conditions and purposes of listening that motivate its manufacture, and the different perceptual criteria that are consequently applied. This is a musical version of a controversy that is already well worn in relation to books and films: why provide a false picture of reality by giving an exaggerated importance to detail, by using lighting in an unusual way, by introducing movement into a static universe? Regardless of this tendency towards technological autonomy in the world of sound reproduction, whatever its reasons, it is easy to see how unrelenting market pressures drive rapid change and development.

         Sensitive to these areas of progress and research, and at the same time aware of the stagnation of the instrumental world, the most adventurous musical spirits dreamed of using technology to other ends. Through an intuition that was both certain about the direction and uncertain about its implications, they imagined that technology could be useful in the search for new material. The meaning and significance of this exploration were revealed only much later: irrational need preceded aesthetic reflection, the latter being considered superfluous even and liable to hinder the free expansion of unconstrained material. The musical creators proceeded by radically adapting, distorting or overturning the functions for which the technology was originally intended. Neither oscillators, nor amplifiers, nor computers were invented to make music, but their functions proved so generally applicable (especially in the case of the computer), so eminently transferable, that the desire to use the technology for a different purpose can be easily understood. Chance encounters resulted in mutation. The new sound material has a tendency – the result if not of chance, then of an extrapolation of unexpected possibilities – to proliferate on its own, without control, rich in possibilities that we do not yet have the mental capacity to exploit. For musicians accustomed to very precise boundaries, to a controlled hierarchy and to codes and conventions that solidified from century to century, the new material offered disorganised, disorienting solutions. It revealed immense potential without pointing us towards any specific methods.

         So we are now at a crossroads. One of the diverging paths leads in the direction of conservative historicism, which restricts – or perhaps completely blocks – invention by failing to provide it with the new material it needs to express or renew itself. This creates obstructions in the circuit between composer and performer (or, more generally, between thought and material), preventing it from functioning productively and practically destroying the reciprocity of these two creative poles. On the other path, we find futurist technology whose powers of expression and evolution are harnessed to enable musical materials to proliferate, whether or not in accordance with musical thought. This naturally prioritises autonomy over the overall coherence of the sound world. (That said, long before current technology existed, the history of instruments was littered with the cadavers of superfluous or overly complex inventions that could not be incorporated within the musical thought of their era, and since a balance between originality and necessity could not be found, they fell into disuse.)

         Thus, inventors, engineers and technicians, motivated by personal taste, began to research new methods, choosing almost on a whim which elements to emphasise. The interest they chose to take in any given phenomenon was the result of serendipity, or sometimes of their scientific concerns, rather than musical considerations. In contrast, musicians in general felt daunted by specifically technical or scientific issues, since their training and culture had done nothing to prepare them for understanding such discussions, let alone contributing to them. Their most immediate and basic reaction was to select samples, or to tinker at a straightforward technical level. Only rarely did anyone have the courage or opportunity directly to confront the forbidding challenges posed by current technology, and by its rapid evolution, which often had no immediate application. Rather than asking the fundamental questions – does the material fit the musical thought, and is this thought compatible with the material? – they yielded to the dangerous temptation of the superficial and simple one: is this material capable of meeting my immediate needs? Such spur-of-the-moment and frankly servile choices could not, of course, take us very far, because they excluded any real dialectic and assumed that invention could be detached from material, and that abstract schemes could exist in isolation from a sound medium. This assumption does not apply even to music from previous eras that was not explicitly written for specific instruments, because its very composition implied the notion of some musical instrument, albeit perhaps only a monophonic one with a limited register. When invention loses interest in the essential function of musical material, when it concerns itself only with fortuitously occurring phenomena of passing interest, it can no longer develop organically. It uses – literally uses up – the discoveries to hand, exhausting them without having truly explored them or exploited their potential. Creativity thereby condemns itself to die with the seasons.2

         The requirement for collaboration between scientists and musicians (to use generic terms that, of course, encompass numerous more specialised categories) is therefore not obvious when viewed from the outside. One might well imagine that musical creativity has no need of technology. Many scientists do indeed think that way, justifying their view by claiming that artistic creation belongs specifically to the realm of intuition, of the irrational, and thereby questioning whether this utopian union of water and fire could ever produce anything worthwhile. If it is a mystery, then a mystery it must remain. Any investigation into combining the two could easily be considered sacrilegious.

         The inability of many scientists to understand exactly what musicians want from them, and their failure to identify possible fields of co-operation, leads them to sense the absurdity of the situation. It’s as if a sorcerer were forced to beg for the services of a plumber! The confusion is even greater if sorcerers come to believe that the plumber alone can provide everything they need. It is hard to see how technological and musical invention could ever find a common language.

         In the end, musical creativity must somehow learn the vocabulary of technology, and even adopt it. Of course, musicians cannot be expected to conquer the entire technological arsenal, and much of what it contains goes well beyond any possible expertise they might have. Nonetheless, they can assimilate the fundamental mechanisms of technology, seeing how it works, understanding the mental patterns it requires, and then assessing whether or not it could interact with the mechanisms of musical composition, and whether it could underpin them. Genuine creativity should not be satisfied by a chance encounter of material, even if it uses and builds upon the opportunities that chance encounters provide. To return to the famous comparison, the encounter of an umbrella with a sewing machine does not in itself create an event; a dissection table is needed …3 In other words, it is crucial that musical invention should encourage the creation of the musical material it feels it needs. Its initiatives will give technology the impetus to respond effectively to its imagination and desires. Its approach should be flexible enough to avoid the rigidity and impoverishment that excessive determinism causes, to embrace the unforeseen, and even to integrate it into a greater and richer conception. Not only should considered research and spontaneous discovery be dependent on each other, the reciprocity of their fields of action should be acknowledged.

         We could draw a parallel with the familiar world of instruments. When composers study orchestration, they do not need to gain practical or technical knowledge of every instrument at their disposal. There is no need to learn to play them all, even if personal curiosity leads one to become familiar with, or even master, some of them. Nor does one need to learn how these instruments are made, how they reached their current stage of development, or how certain possibilities have been developed at the expense of others during the course of their evolution; though here, too, the composer can choose to become informed about points of particular interest – it is a matter of personal choice. Nor does a composer need to learn about the acoustic structure of the sounds produced by any given family of instruments, although curiosity or intellectual interest may inspire a desire to corroborate musical impressions with scientific analysis. This entire body of knowledge may remain untouched, yet none of the functions an instrument can serve, either practical or technical, need remain outside the composer’s attention. Compositional training is, in some ways, virtual rather than concrete. One can know what an instrument is able to do and what it would be absurd to ask of it, what is easy to play and what is impossible, what comes naturally and what is cumbersome; one can understand how register and timbral qualities affect the difficulty of enunciating sounds, and how variety can be obtained through performing techniques or mechanical modifications such as a mute, and how the weight of each instrument’s sound blends with others – all these insights can be confirmed through their practical application, when one’s imagination indulges in the delights of extrapolation. Talent consists precisely of intuition applied to acquired knowledge. Virtual knowledge of the instrumental realm will enable composers to integrate the vast resources it offers into their musical invention even before they begin to compose; this knowledge is part of creativity.

         In the same way, some knowledge of contemporary technology must be part of a musician’s creativity. Without that, although scientists, technicians and musicians can certainly interact and assist one other, their activities will remain separate. Our grand plan for this era is to move towards this integration, to engage in fruitful dialogue, and to arrive at a common language that takes the requirements both of musical invention and of technology into account. This dialogue will take place on the levels both of material and concepts.

         In terms of material, such a dialogue seems possible right now: it is of immediate interest and the difficulties it presents are far from insurmountable. Through education and our cultural inheritance, we have seen and experienced the ways in which instrumental models function and what they can produce. But in the realm of electronics and the computer, where instruments are directly involved no models exist, or if they do, they are incomplete and owe a lot to the imagination. With no sonic blueprints to grasp, this realm has seemed intimidatingly vast, chaotic and even inorganic, or at least disorganised. Naturally, we were tempted to explore this new realm using tried and tested methods, and to apply the parameters of known categories to unexplored material, ones that seemed to meet our needs and which we were therefore happy to use. Of course, the existing categories helped us at first to map this uncharted space, and also better to understand, through reconstruction and synthesis, the natural world we think we know so well but which seems to elude precise investigation the more we address it. It is not only the question ‘What is a sound made of?’ that demands a response, but also the tougher question ‘How is a sound perceived with respect to its constituent elements?’ Thus, by juxtaposing what is known and what is unknown, what is now possible and what will one day become so, we establish a geography of the world of sounds, identifying the continents in currently unknown landscapes.

         Needless to say, the rational extrapolation of material will give rise to new modes of thought. Thought and material reflect each other in a complex game of mirrors, in which images are constantly sent back and forth. A robust system of thought will naturally seek to create its own material, and conversely, new material leads inevitably to new thinking. There is an analogy with architecture, in which structural constraints have been radically altered by the use of new materials such as concrete, glass and steel. Of course, stylistic development does not proceed continuously in a straight line. There have been many pauses and frequent recourse to historical references as a means of investing parvenu ideas with a sort of nobility. Novelty overtook imitation and thoroughly transformed architectural inventions and ideas, which came to rely on technology much more than previously. Technical calculation controlled even aesthetic decisions, and engineers and architects had to find a common language such as we currently seek in music.

         Although the choice of material turns out to be decisive in the evolution of creative thought, this does not mean that thought must be left to its own devices, nor that a change of material leads automatically to concepts relevant to musical invention. As in architecture, there will certainly be unsuccessful attempts and delays, and an irrepressible desire to apply old concepts in a perhaps absurd bid to validate new material. But if we want to resist the temptation to achieve immediate results, we must think in terms of new categories, in order to change not only the processes but the very objects of composition. It might seem surprising that in the musical developments of the last sixty years, many stylistic attitudes have been so negative, their essential goal being to avoid any sort of reference; where there were references, they existed in a raw, unassimilated form, as if they were a parody, part of a collage, or even intended to be understood sarcastically. By trying to destroy or amalgamate, recourse to allusion in fact demonstrates an incapacity to absorb, and lays bare the weakness of a stylistic conception that is unable to ‘ingest’ what it holds in its grasp. Nonetheless, if we take stylistic integrity to be a fundamental criterion – and since material is rich in connotations acquired through previous use and suggests unconscious connections that could risk leading expression astray – then in practical terms one needs at the very least to take the material to the limit of its possibilities, if not subvert it completely. Coincidences no longer exist, or can exist only as a choice within a specialised domain – that is, as a rejection of many other domains that would bring excessively strong external references. An overly cautious attitude will no longer hold its own in the face of new material, which is why connotation is then shunned. The relationship between thought and material becomes highly positive, and stylistic integrity no longer risks being called into question.

         From this point on, creative thought is able to consider the right course of action, to interrogate its own mechanisms. Whether through the development of formal structures, the use of determinism or the manipulation of chance, whether through a constructional scheme based on coherence or disruption, the field is vast and open for today’s creativity. One could even go so far as to imagine virtual works in which material and thought would be made to coincide through a final, instantaneous act that gave them real but provisional existence: an act of the composer, the performer or even the audience. The finite categories we tend to use will surely be of less interest once the reality of this dizzying prospect dawns: the instantaneous creation of something new from gathered potential.

         Before we get there, the effort must be collective if it is to be at all …4 A single individual, however talented they may be, can never solve all the problems posed by the current stage of musical expression.

         Individual/collective and research/invention: the vast potential of that double dialectic can generate an infinity of possibilities. That invention is more particularly marked by individuality is self-evident, but this must not entail exclusively ad hoc, isolated solutions that somehow remain the property of their author. What matters above all is the absolute necessity of global, generally applicable solutions. With respect both to material and to method, there must be a continual flow between modes of thought and types of action, a constant exchange between what is received and what is given. From this permanent dialogue, in all probability, will emerge our future experience. Will there be enough of us to make it happen?

         
            1 Text originally published in Passage du XXe siecle, 1e partie, January/July 1977 (Paris, IRCAM) under the title ‘Invention/Recherche’. Published in English in The Times Literary Supplement, 6 May 1977, unnamed translator; reprinted in Orientations, Collected Writings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 486–95; this chapter contains a new translation.

            2 Boulez’s phrase ‘l’invention se condamne dès lors à mourir sur les saisons’ echoes the first line of the last poem, ‘Adieu’, from Arthur Rimbaud’s Une Saison en enfer (A Season in Hell): ‘L’automne, déjà! – Mais pourquoi regretter un éternel soleil, si nous sommes engagés à la découverte de la clarté divine, – loin des gens qui meurent sur les saisons. The translation ‘die with the seasons’ is suggested by A. S. Kline’s translation: www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/Rimbaud3.htm#anchor_Toc202003798.

            3 A reference to the famous phrase found in the Comte de Lautréamont’s Les Chants de Maldoror (Œuvres complètes, Lautréamont, ed. Guy Lévis Mano, 1938, chant VI, 1, p. 256), the ‘chance encounter between an umbrella and a sewing machine on a dissection table’ later taken up by André Breton as one of the tenets of surrealism.

            4 Boulez’s phrase ‘l’effort sera collectif ou ne sera pas’ clearly recalls André Breton’s famous line ‘La beauté sera érotique-voilée, explosante-fixe, magique-circonstancielle ou ne sera pas’, which also supplied Boulez with the title for one of his major works: … explosante-fixe …
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            Idea, Realisation, Craft

            (1977–78)

         

         An idea does not exist until we realise how it may be used. In musical terms, there is no such thing as an idea in itself; it is a reaction to our whole cultural environment. Before composers consider the relationship between idea and realisation on its own terms, they must first understand it in context – although they can never be sure of having grasped its precise significance. Once realised, the idea itself can never truly be uncovered. If we try to retrace the path from idea to realisation, we miss the underlying motivation, which will have been consumed by the realisation, burned away so that the work can be made. A real work annihilates the urge that produced it; it both transcends and negates the original idea.

         If we start from the original idea, the work itself cannot be foreseen. When we compare sketches with their definitive realisations, the liberties that are taken at every stage amaze us. But how different nothingness is from an object, even if it is only in a provisional form!

         All that we can do with a work is analyse it, proceeding backwards from realisation to idea, arriving through inspection at a kind of distorted reconstruction. What does analysis enable us to see? We describe the object, sometimes very precisely, and try to draw lessons and conclusions from it. Analysis can have a speculative goal: it can attempt to construct a theory about composition or form, and to extract general principles of structure from each particular case.

         Quite often, though, analysis merely translates the musical notation of the work into a different vocabulary. While such translations can accurately account for even the smallest details of the work, they cannot explain why the object is the way it is. Criteria come into play that elude formal analysis because they are intuitive or irrational. This is why boring works can yield elaborate analyses that fail to account for their relative or complete lack of interest.

         Analyses often, if not always, concentrate on formal criteria – on the creative framework. Their conclusions are therefore valid only because correspondences and equivalences have been assumed to exist even before the process began.

         Scholars examine everything that is visibly structured – formal plans such as fugue, sonata or rondo – and discover in the work everything that relates to that formal preconception. Anomalies are noted, exceptions recorded to demonstrate accordance with the general plan. In this way, ingenious minds classify Bach’s fugues according to the types that they most closely resemble.

         More recently, analysis has become focused on things that can be precisely categorised – the twelve-tone row, for example, and the extent to which a composer adheres to its rules. In short, it seeks a representation that will allow the work – or what is left of it – to be embedded in the carcass of pre-existing knowledge. Yet behind these often impeccable analytical edifices the work, or at least its deeper meaning, disappears. The how has been regimented rather than explored.

         Once one has had enough of regulation – seeing that in the end it falls short, overlooking the question of why – then we can indulge in a burst of explanation. This will supplement the regulation with varying degrees of success, sometimes using poetic analogies, sometimes sociological frameworks – all of which will only confirm the analysis as ill-suited to its goals.

         Incidentally, it is odd how the most analysed, most scrutinised works are those that could be called ‘didactic’, in which the formal plans are the simplest to see – above all, the serial works of Webern. Count the notes, verify the rows, find a correspondence between the musical mechanisms and simple, classical, even scholarly forms, and you are done – or so it would seem. What is lacking is an understanding of why Webern so patently simplified his musical language and renounced more complex elements. What did he gain from this, and what did he lose? What does this language draw from his previous achievements? What within it is progress, and what retreat? Why did his thought crystallise around historical forms? These strike me as the more interesting questions. Everything else is merely the means through which he presented these problems to us.

         The same is true of the serial Schoenberg, especially his Variations for Orchestra, whose principles are simple and easy to perceive. His development took place in a defined and narrow context: compositions were models to be followed and transformed. But when it comes to the Schoenberg of Erwartung or the Webern of opp. 13, 14 and 15, templates are more difficult to apply. We cannot see the music’s form, in the sense of material that can be simplified and reduced. The language’s rules are mutable, not explicitly defined, and the composer evades rather than follows them. All this is difficult for us to assimilate.

         And the issue is not confined to Schoenberg and Webern. Debussy’s late works elude us despite the simplicity of their outline. Try as we might, we risk missing the why of spontaneous invention. Why, at this very moment, is this particular motive transformed in that way? If we want to avoid a kind of accounting that is as crude as it is arbitrary, we will never answer that question. What is the point of quantifying a rhythmic gesture when that is certainly not what attracts us about it? Surely the codification of intervallic relationships is an endeavour that can only be vague and ambiguous, if not downright unrealistic – a mere prelude to what is essential in them. But what is this essential property?

         It is buried in the work, and only the work can reveal it. One might as well find a reliable poetic analogy. Poetic analysis has a poor reputation – justifiably, as it usually attempts to conceal the work behind a veil, or wall, of subjective comparisons. Sometimes, of course, correspondences are so superficial, the symbolism they draw on so facile, as to be useless. Discovering the sense of a work, recovering its meaning, is an eminently praiseworthy goal in itself. But can one go about it that way? Symbolism is difficult to decipher if it is not explained by the artist and refers to no known codes. From this point of view, and this alone, music signifies nothing. It is not some sort of superior alphabet.1

         Music’s meanings can be uncovered through its formal methods, which will show either deep contradiction or deep unity. Although formal means alone do not define a work, analysis cannot afford to ignore them. They are the path from idea to realisation – a path that can easily become overgrown, never to be trodden again.

         Wagner offered lengthy explanations of his intentions, but he never analysed his works. We have a wealth of documentation about his ideas, his vision, but his sketches provide the only traces of the path between his intentions and his works. As the works are the only reliable evidence of his intentions, he did not give us any easy answers. The complexity of his methods makes us lose sight of his initial intentions because it diverts, erases, multiplies or replaces them.

         So analysis is the pursuit of the labyrinth that binds idea to realisation, a pursuit that is probably ultimately hopeless. Every important finished work is full of departures from the initial idea, accidents that make it more interesting than the idea itself. Mediocre or unsuccessful works, by contrast, are less interesting than their ideas, because no labyrinth was negotiated, no accidents took place.

         In reality, analysis cannot hope to reconstruct the labyrinth, recreate the accidents, repeat the proliferation. This is why non-creative analysis mutilates: it reduces works through its finite, preconceived methods. It considers the work as the sum of forces held in balance with each other, in which invention is captured. It positions invention as belonging to those forces, unable to escape them. It does not admit that those forces can be centrifugal; it sends them back to the inside of a work, of a specific historical period. Its references are always to the past, to antecedents; its conclusions are predictable, since they fit within a smooth linear narrative about processes that in fact were often born of contradiction, caesura, error, vacillation – in short, of decisions that could not be foreseen. Analysis culminates in description, whereas it should display doubt and dissatisfaction.

         The academic approach sometimes brings us knowledge about a work, or rather, a painstakingly exact description of it, but this is of no consequence either for ourselves or for others. Analysis is a closed circuit: knowledge that can be of no creative use is folded in on itself – rational, detailed knowledge whose apparent logic is seductive but which lacks intuitive potential. The satisfaction of these descriptions is that they suggest something beyond the accidental, offering the comfort of the immortality (aere perennius) so dear to scholarship.

         Such distorted analysis is vital in establishing panoramas and overviews, but closer inspection suggests that it eviscerates much of the truth about composers and their works, and that all that it offers other than comfort is a crude, if effective, didacticism.

         The greatest temptation is to create another labyrinth from the first, to superimpose one’s own labyrinth upon the composer’s. Rather than trying in vain to reconstruct the original approach, we create another from our uncertain image of the first. Such ‘productive’ analysis, in its freest form, is probably false analysis: it finds in the work not general truths, but particular, transitory insights, and grafts the analyst’s imagination onto that of the composer. But such analytical encounters – such sudden detonations, subjective as they may be – are the only creative ones.

         We do not need, however, to view analysis as an exercise in itself – long, fastidious, detailed and rational – for analysis does not necessarily require the global and comprehensive understanding to which it aspires. Analysis can be brief, quick and intuitive. It need not deal with the work as a whole; it can immediately latch onto an apparently secondary detail or emerge from an inspired, surprising encounter. It does not need to bother itself with the composer’s intentions; it can even set itself against them, demonstrating their irrelevance by isolating them from their context.

         We must nevertheless understand that a composer approaching the works of his predecessors cannot achieve such intuitive critical spontaneity immediately. Initially, when the composer’s work is characterised more by doggedness than deep personal creativity, such insight occurs only rarely, since it is creativity that enables fragmentary and intuitive analysis. Inexperienced composers do not know what to find in the work: their preoccupations are too vague to suggest a precise path, a selective choice. Curiously, it is only when composers are developing, obliged to consider the work in its totality in order to apprehend it, that their analyses will be ‘objective’.

         An apprenticeship in this conceptual process is certainly advisable. We slowly and patiently learn to invent by following someone else’s work. We thereby learn to see, to dissect, to follow the different components of the work. Whether it is overall form, elements of vocabulary, configuration of structures or characteristics of developmental passages, nothing can – or rather, should – be excluded from a systematic investigation. Every composer must undertake these analyses of works that seem closest and most important, since they force one to re-examine every expressive phase. Through this rational, systematic exploration, composers have to learn, in a sense, to intuit. The further they progress, the more detailed, rational investigation will strike them as superfluous, because having practised this kind of study on major works will allow them immediately to perceive global points of view elsewhere. A certain amount of formalism in the composer’s language always exists and remains unchanged, whatever the happenstance of each work. I am not speaking here of forms as such, but rather of the formal concepts of a composer’s language, the formal mannerisms that allow us almost without fail to recognise a particular stylistic profile.

         If the composer’s personality is strong enough, there will be progress to the following stage. Intuition will have solidified thanks to the rich experience provided by exhaustive and deep investigation of the work. During this analysis, exhaustively pursued and rationally conducted, the composer is likely to seek out and focus on those characteristics of the work that are of most direct concern. A selective approach leads to selective understanding. Intuitive selectivity is the only purposeful analytical tool, because it is the only one that permits conclusions that will inevitably be personal – to the analyst, not to mention the analysed.

         Through such analysis, our understanding of ourselves deepens, and this is no less important than our understanding of history. In the beginning, though, comprehensive and rational analysis leads most obviously to an understanding of the importance and implications of historical antecedents. The goal is to get one’s bearings in terrain whose coordinates are being plotted; more even than in a physical location, the need for engagement must be understood.

         It is disconcerting to see how often even well-known composers and works remain ignored. For me, it is extremely important to recognise the air of inevitability that some works convey, to discover that in their wake it is impossible to compose as before; that not only do these works touch us personally, they are geological cataclysms that have entirely changed musical thinking. In such cases, we are far beyond narrowly formalist analysis, instead referring consistently to that which is inescapable in an important work. But this grasp of the inescapable appears only rarely, because it is the realm of only the sharpest intuition, sensing the profoundly irreversible nature of the flow of creativity.

         We often believe that one creative invention can be added to another, that this sum of successive inventions sanctions eclectic choices of technique, and that this allows us to fuse heterogeneous elements together. Were this so, we would be able to pull samples from the drawers of history and shape them to our liking, according to our mood and expressive needs. This view of musical history as a linear path along which we can wander back and forth seems to me somewhat superficial. Every important work (not only individual works, but a composer’s entire oeuvre) is a new achievement in which an individual drive has accomplished a hitherto unknown synthesis – one that need not be universal, but is particular, disregarding a certain number of elements. This synthesis is accomplished once and for all and excludes any other syntheses of the same order. These could be only reproductions, lacking in originality and, therefore, strictly speaking not syntheses at all; they merely borrow superficial, ‘local’ characteristics from the original synthesis and so achieve nothing but mannered repetition. Of course, part of the original synthesis may be forgotten or neglected for a time, because it was so rich and challenging that its future was temporarily occluded, but it waits for its iridescent power to be revealed and appreciated, sometimes in the most unexpected ways.

         Finally, after those phases of rational analysis and intuitive analytical ‘detonation’, the composer needs to meet intuitive need with inner resources. At this point, memory rejects historical phenomena, or at least disregards them as no longer of direct interest; the fundamental elements of previous encounters now disappear almost completely to make room for inner experience.

         It would be easy to take issue with the idea that composers go through three ‘periods’ or ‘styles’. This familiar formulation, used for the first time in relation to Beethoven, can hardly be justified, since such compartmentalisation cannot apply rigidly to all composers. However, we can perhaps speak of composers going through three ‘stages’, which correspond quite well to the three stages of memory and either formalised or non-formalised analysis.

         The first stage is that of immediate memory, of complete, rational, objective analysis. It gives the composer the impetus needed to forge working methods. Even when a language is distinct from previous models, the traits of the model are still recognisable and the new work recognises its ancestry. These links are easy to establish, even if there is already an essential irreducibility between antecedent and consequent. The new work is replete with meanings that are impossible to find in the model. The two works are as distinct as they are connected.

         The second stage is that of sporadic memory, of analytical intuition that is partial in both senses of the word. The composer is confident enough to avoid needing to look at models. One may sometimes refer to models, but in an imperious, predatory way that means that they can no longer be recognised as such. These models, or portions thereof, are chosen because they already seem to belong to us, as if the mere fact of choosing them had shaped them into our own language. They arise only as points of orientation, confirming a vision, supporting a hypothesis.

         The third stage is that of the latent, underlying memory of a permanent and autonomous analysis of one’s own thought, as it shifts to unknown, unforeseen dimensions. Strictly speaking, there is no longer any source! Language becomes highly individualised. Even remote references are excluded, or if they exist at all, they refer back only to us. The composer then mines the deepest reaches of intuition; every prospect plays itself out and is a measure of one’s own accomplishment.

         It is not only the working methods of musicians that should be analysed in this way, but those of any creative artist. Some of these are much more imitable and revealing than others. Naturally, there is interaction between these stages; they are not completely free-standing, but with certain obsessive artists the working methods are clear. The trajectory between Beethoven’s early sonatas and late quartets is similar to Mallarmé’s path from his early poems to ‘Un coup de dés’. There are also examples of minds that skip some of the steps with surprising speed, yet even for a Mozart or a Rimbaud these stages of memory do exist, and a significant random event – Mozart’s discovery of Bach and Handel, for example – can, strangely enough, bring them back into play.

         
            *

         

         There is more to say about the relationship between composition and models. Either tradition is accepted or there is rebellion. Secondary episodes graft themselves onto the three stages described above, sometimes contradicting them. The picture is rounded out – personalised – with a high degree of chance. The stages can vary in duration and significance for different artists. Nevertheless, this pathway from the reducible to the irreducible is fundamental.

         In every early work, much of the creative process is reducible to models, or at least references to models remain apparent, although there is also a degree of irreducibility that reveals the composer’s personality. Although the gesture of the composer is conditioned by more or less conscious imitation of a model chosen for its relevance, this gesture is already entirely personal. In this initial gesture lie enduring features that will become personal and irreducible. Collective style has given way to individual style.

         We often speak of early works with a certain disdain, because we see them only in relation to models that are generally more successful and accomplished. We tend to characterise them as methodologically insecure, demonstrating weak or inchoate personality, and displaying individual traits only rarely. Such findings are too simplistic to be of interest. What is interesting about early works is to discover that part of them that is irreducible to their model. Curiously, one often finds greater virtuosity in early works, and I do not mean only virtuosic writing, but also virtuosity of conception: I am thinking of Stravinsky’s Firebird, for example, of Webern’s Passacaglia and Schoenberg’s Verklärte Nacht.

         The paradox is only apparent, and can be explained by closer inspection. In effect, by using a pre-existing model the composer adopts a creative process in which most, if not all, problems have been at least partially resolved. Creativity is grafted onto known, assimilated phenomena. Invention acts in a different way in the new work: whereas the predecessor had to solve a new problem with an original solution, which might be hard won, fragile or precarious, the successor takes this solution as an acquisition. It no longer has to be striven for; it can be taken as found, and enriched with new, individual potential, creating a kind of variation on an existing structure. While the predecessor’s imagination was focused on the novelty of the solution, the successor’s imagination perfects, refines and expands it. Hence, the virtuosity one often finds in early works with respect to their models. Whether in the use of musical language, laying out a form or orchestration, this facility with respect to material is striking.

         Another phenomenon to be observed in early works is talent – or its absence, which no amount of acquired skills or analysis can remedy. An encounter with predecessors clearly reveals the qualities and deficiencies of a personality, as brilliant as it may be – the qualities that it has the potential to acquire and those that even the best and most predestined will never gain.

         One might be tempted to believe that the experience of the predecessor will be conveyed and absorbed through studying a model; even that the model’s strengths may be refined and magnified, and its weaknesses detected, analysed and rejected. However, this line of reasoning is a gross oversimplification. If deductions could be made with such insight, then reaching the summit would be child’s play. Strangely, even for the most talented individuals, deductions drawn from models cannot eradicate every deficiency; there are some shortcomings that no external influence ever removes. Certain qualities in predecessors may be immediately grasped, amplified and cleverly and sensitively magnified, and yet other aspects of language may be completely overlooked and unused. Directed in a very personal way towards such specificities of language, talent acquires skill and virtuosity in one area, but seems incapable of manipulating and transforming the elements on offer in another.

         It might seem surprising to see a composer proceed from youthful virtuosity and brilliance to inflexibility and general stiffness in later life. It is rare for a composer to maintain lifelong, consistent skill in handling musical material. There are many examples of composers who initially meet the challenges of language with increasing awareness. Later, as they shed the superficial and showy skilfulness of early works, they end up with an awkward kind of language, or at least with a certain roughness. They no longer try to disguise the difficulties they experience in handling recalcitrant elements that transgress the rules they once followed, and no longer respond to the prognoses offered by models from earlier eras.

         Schoenberg provides us with the best example of this phenomenon, as do works from a certain period by his two Viennese contemporaries. The virtuosity of the post-Romantic Verklärte Nacht and Gurrelieder is really remarkable: virtuosic writing, with intertwined harmony and counterpoint; virtuosity of large-scale formal continuity and development; and virtuosity of instrumentation and, in Gurrelieder, of the use of timbre across a gigantic orchestra. Next to these, his later works seem much less elaborate, and even struggle to find a satisfactory language. The discipline of the series means that each element of the vocabulary is laboriously derived from a rule. These elements are not generated by spontaneous organisation within a known, well-practised code, and so the musical figuration is problematic, relying on features that cannot be extrapolated from other works. The constant obligation to follow a restrictive method leads Schoenberg, in his Variations, op. 31, towards academic techniques (collectively embraced) that justify and extend the original rule. The effects of constraint range from elementary procedures to large formal structures, and thus spontaneity gives way to constant self-reflection on vocabulary and technique. This happened for Webern, too, as is witnessed by the difference between the seductiveness of his early works and the ascetic rigour and calculated instrumentation of his later ones; and also for Berg – the musical proliferation found in Wozzeck is completely different from the pieces written under the constraint of the series. We can also see Stravinsky’s attitude to inherited vocabularies, from classicism to Webern, as a superficial facility that disguises, if not clumsiness, then at least considerable ineptitude. In late Beethoven, meanwhile, thematic development pushes harmonic language beyond the realm of the possible, especially when applied to strict forms like the fugue, but also to freer forms such as variation. One thinks also of the elliptical vocabulary of the Debussy of the Études, where transition is reduced to a minimum and formal elements are distorted by being juxtaposed or disconnected.

         
            *

         

         Everything that has just been described concerns the musician’s craft. This is both acquired and not acquired from predecessors, given the divergence and the uniqueness of gesture; there are innate predispositions that produce the individual gesture and determine which features of language will be the focus of attention. The transmission of this craft is therefore extremely haphazard. It depends first and foremost on a latent, personal profile waiting to be revealed, slowly clarified, taking shape through significant interactions, dependent both on chance, in terms of what historical material is encountered, and necessity, in terms of how content is selected. René Char speaks of ‘transmitted powers’,2 but transmission sometimes seems so anomalous and so unpredictable that it is difficult to tackle this question without speaking of the particular gesture of the composer.

         How, in the early stages, does creativity relate to craft? Encounters with predecessors yield quite unpredictable results, which reflect the differences in gesture between observer and observed. Classical musicology has mostly been preoccupied with describing certain processes of imitation, in order to discover evidence of originality. What it generally misses – which it would be far more interesting to discuss – is the persistence of a given composer’s gesture: how this gesture can be passed on to someone else; how it therefore changes another composer’s gesture, adding to or subtracting from it; how the gesture coalesces, becomes aware of its own substance; how, finally, it is refined, magnified and becomes irreducible to any other sort of gesture.

         This permanent, individual gesture, which links involuntary initial uncertainty to the great and purposeful uncertainty of maturity, is the very stuff of personality – or of genius, if you like; a gesture in which uncertainty is at first involuntary, as it encounters the more or less hesitant and incomplete gestures of predecessors; a gesture in which, through self-exploration, uncertainty turns up once again, because the territory is consciously selected as unknown. Gesture and craft interact, evolving over a composer’s lifetime in a relationship that is difficult to account for.

         It should not be thought, however, that experiences end with apprenticeship, and that craft, once learned, remains fixed for life. Inasmuch as creativity underpins all compositional activity, it is likely that experience will be replete with chance occurrences – not necessarily musical in nature – that can corroborate or destroy what had been foreseen, sending it in different directions.

         I have already suggested that the composer’s imagination is awakened by – even exists because of – contact with the imaginations of more or less distant precursors. This purely irrational, sentimental, confused relationship, however, cannot itself give birth to creativity without any technical inheritance. Any influence, however minor, must pass through the process of analysis, filtering and technical adaptation implied by musical composition. Whether in the field of vocabulary, stylistic features or formal structures, influence arises from knowledge. This perhaps implies that the greater the accuracy of the knowledge, the deeper the influence, but I have already stressed how far experiences can be selective and analysis subjective. Messiaen’s biased analysis of The Rite of Spring comes to mind, as well as Stockhausen’s analysis of Webern’s String Quartet, and Ligeti’s analysis of my own Structures for two pianos.3 But even amid this partiality, there exists a certain objectivity when it comes to matters of technique. The search for knowledge means that there is no escape from that constraint.

         Whether the approach is almost entirely intuitive, when a coincidence of personality allows this, or more rational, curiosity dispensing with initial excitement so that more detail can be assimilated later on, a work reveals itself gradually as it unfolds after making its initial impact. What one remembers, before coming to more general and important conclusions, is a set of procedures, located within a system that employs a precise code of compositional grammar – for example, in the construction of themes, their architecture, their assembly into phrases and decomposition into elementary cells. This is also how these cells multiply, grow, mutually influence each other or even destroy or dissolve one into another, as in Berg’s Lyric Suite and Wozzeck. What one also notices are the hierarchical relationships in the structure of a work: which element controls the others at a given moment, and what deductions it draws from them, as in Bartók’s quartets or Debussy’s Études. We remember, too, the sense of proportion in the form of a work, and the roles that rhythm, density, timbre and register play within it. All these formal categories help us in giving a description that could otherwise rely only on comparison and analogy.

         Every work will somehow demand that I be aware of every means of articulation it offers. This technical apparatus will let me forge the technique I need to realise my own thinking as closely as possible.

         As a matter of fact, I was wrong to suggest that this thinking needs to be translated through techniques that can be adjusted. Of course, this is what we do in analysis, where we encounter a sensibility, a mode of expression, other than our own.

         We can appropriate it for a while, as identification leads us towards knowledge, but as soon as we leave the composer’s universe, these thoughts, this expression and this sensibility become foreign to us again – not in the way they were when still unknown to us, but because we have returned to being ourselves, and the line between our model and what we are seeking to express has reappeared.

         Given the very specific nature of music, it is quite impossible to ‘restate’ an idea in a different way, to say something novel with vocabulary that is reused. Idea and expression are inextricably linked. Thought and expression imply stylistic characteristics that can only be adapted and justified to serve this particular thought and expression. There is practically no common vocabulary, only common primary elements, those that pre-date the composer’s decisive stylistic unification. The history of music, perhaps more than that of any other art form, is defined by the evolution of its linguistic characteristics.

         I remember Boris de Schloezer once remarking that the date of a civilisation could be deduced from the design on a piece of ceramic. This pure, graphic invention allows us to reconstruct the development of a culture through technical analysis. Similarly, it is the technical characteristics of a musical work that convey the thinking to which they are inextricably linked. The development of musical expression in our Western tradition really can be transcribed in technical terms. The development from counterpoint to harmony, the enrichment of harmony through the contrapuntal dimension, the progressive abolition of longstanding hierarchical relationships, the suspension of a predetermined order to be replaced by a local one, the temporary renunciation of harmonic control in order to retrieve such control through different means – all this comprises the development of musical thought in the West. Music was at first the reflection of a certain immutable order, of divine or natural origin, and then tended to chart the inner world of the individual – that is to say, personal disorder, or at least an unstable order. Musical technique has reflected this evolution through successive rebellions for which composers thought themselves responsible.

         These rebellions against current practice are thus inseparable from what we call ‘craft’. This term is used as if it were a completely indispensable and universally accepted notion, and yet nothing is trickier to define. Today, as in the past, the word ‘craft’ inspires antipathy and anxiety, both justified and undeserved. It often carries connotations that are, if not pejorative, then certainly prosaic and trivial, as though ‘craft’ stands in opposition to the poetry of creativity, to the elevation of the idea. Most of the time, ‘craft’ is considered as a necessary evil at best, which often leads to a desire to forgo it in the name of a supposedly adventurous utopianism. The myth of Icarus continues to fascinate, even though we all know that his story did not end well. And, to be sure, craft – one’s own craft – cannot be learned from another person. We can find in other composers only the principles of our craft. Our own craft itself cannot truly be found in another composer’s work, because craft unites a composer’s ideas and technique in a unique amalgam. To try to wrest one from the other is a sterile activity that can lead only to ghoulish epigonism or fantastical mannerism.

         This is one of the general problems with education that I find absolutely insoluble. There is no valid, all-encompassing answer to questions of craft. Only an individual response will create the sort of provisional law that an individual needs. No educational system, however refined, can teach you your own craft. This may seem to imply that composers have nothing to learn from any educational system, but then one asks why it is that in even in the most adventurous – or most tentative – of works their craft can be made out, while its lack is apparent in conventional ones? Moreover, our concern is not only with music that is contained, however precariously, within an essentially written tradition of notation. In this tradition, notation inscribes all the codes of a work, even when it entails or implies a departure from its own conventions: for instance, when notation denotes not a single object but a family of musical objects, or when the shorthand may be interpreted in more than one way – in short, when notation becomes multivalent.

         But what can be said about music created with new technology, in which invention may exceed the limits of transcription, in which we notate only actions intended to produce results in the form of varied, perhaps unpredictable sonorous objects? Could form depend on isolated actions, disconnected from the material? We have recently seen the development of a real antinomy between, on the one hand, notation that implies an action that generates the intended objects, and on the other, notation of actions that are almost unconnected with those objects, and that could generate different objects each time if the codes were changed. There is certainly a vampiric aspect to creativity, which clutches at opportunities for encounters in which it can extract the substances – the blood – it needs to survive. Of course, creativity invents, but it also pillages and absorbs while rendering the elements it has consumed unrecognisable. These elements do not necessarily arise from our own milieu: literary expression or visual art can provide them just as well, through a transubstantiation no less natural than what happens within a purely musical realm.

         Craft is thus a protean concept that mediates the composer’s gesture through the act of creativity. The portion of craft that can be learned relates first of all to foresight: to the anticipation of the process of writing, the shaping of form, the finding of pragmatic solutions. The process of writing can be learned insofar as it entails solving the multiple problems that arise as we relate one note, one line, one chord to another. Responsibility – stylistic responsibility – is the basis of all composition. If it vanishes, coherence and style immediately collapse. Responsibility is taken through general rules for deriving one note, or group of notes, from another. When we introduced aleatoric elements and then pure chance into our dealings with sound, so that material was no longer chosen but rather provided externally, we forgot this fundamental fact of musical language: that each element depends on every other one. The derivation of one motive or interval from another, or of the vertical dimension from the horizontal, are processes that seem to me indispensable if coherence is to be achieved – if language is to be necessary.

         Responsibility does not necessarily entail a unique relationship between one element, one note, and another. For much of musical history, responsibility was indeed defined in this way. But even while retaining this property of uniqueness, responsibility can be taken with varying degrees of severity. It can be assured by rather free general rules that validate a set of relationships. The composer is then free to choose this or that solution, but stricter laws will impose additional conditions that restrict what is possible, limiting the options for a solution that satisfies them all. This is just the method by which we learn counterpoint. We can write free or strict counterpoint, and it is precisely that choice that creates different stylistic conditions, because it entails compositional consequences for the dependence of one note or line on another.

         This law of specific responsibility applied throughout the development of musical language, from early organum through to Webern’s canonical constructions. From the primacy of the cantus firmus to the most extreme extrapolations from canonical forms, freed from normal harmonic relationships, the principle of responsibility did not change, though the procedures themselves continually developed. It would be wrong to suppose that the principle of responsibility applies only to the strictest types of composition, those univalent structures in which a given phenomenon must correspond only to some other unique phenomenon. These extreme instances certainly provide the most obvious evidence of responsibility, but all composition is shaped by it, consciously or unconsciously, intentionally or not. Whatever the era in which it was composed, a melodic line unmistakably reveals this essential dependency. In classical music, with its rules of harmony, form and rhythmic patterning, melodic invention can happen only when one interval is responsible for another within an elaborate formal structure; and there is also an underlying dependency among the structural notes in a melodic line, as well as a secondary dependency between the fundamental and any ornamentation. Phrase marks may indicate the boundaries between zones of interdependency, and one item in a phrase may develop overall responsibility for the others. The all-encompassing nature of this network of responsibility is what establishes the unity, the validity, the very meaning of the phrase.

         This notion of responsibility applies to all the elements in a language and all the components of formal structures. For example, form can never be analysed, as has so often been attempted, in terms of balance, juxtaposition, aggregates, succession or alternation. Any part of the form depends both on the other parts and on the totality. This assumption of responsibility expresses its necessity in its relationship to particular aspects of the form, as well as to the form as a whole.

         Responsibility does not depend on transitory laws of musical language, but exists as a result of the language itself, whatever its stylistic characteristics. Webern’s phrases, from this point of view, are no different from Mozart’s or Machaut’s. No matter how completely vertical responsibility changes its meaning, however much its importance with respect to other elements varies, whether it obeys a pre-existing code or just adheres to transitory ones, it is nevertheless always present, acknowledged, organising the distribution of intervals according to the rules of the age. Now that form is no longer considered as pre-existing, it is created by individual instances, but the various moments and different elements of form are nonetheless linked by a responsibility that was previously specific and is now multiple. Even in the case of mobile forms, like my Third Piano Sonata, this responsibility still exists. Responsibility need not establish a unique, univalent relationship of one element with another, even though it was defined in this way for a long time. It can equally well organise multivalent relationships in which one element is responsible for a field of corresponding elements, or in which individual elements are maintained as a whole by a field of elements. Instead of a single solution, necessity will require a set of possible solutions. Form is the domain that immediately comes to mind, having been explored most recently. Instead of a linear form in which all elements, or moments, are built on a principle of unique, irreversible succession, the work is organised as a field of possibilities, with basic characteristics like register, rhythm, harmonic fields and global envelopes proceeding from each other according to the requirements of a higher-order necessity. Thus, instead of moving from one well-defined object to another equally well-defined object, we proceed from one family of objects to another family; the link between the two will be no less necessary, but the necessity will be of a multivalent type.

         
            *

         

         Necessity, with respect to creativity, implies the art of deduction. What strikes me about the most influential composers and their most important works is the deep connection between necessity, responsibility and deduction. Thus, if we do not limit ourselves to the idea that composing is learned ‘naturally’, we could say that to acquire craft consists in large part of learning to make deductions – initially from history, and then from ourselves, at the point when we become exclusively devoted to our own creativity. Imagination is the intuition in this process of deduction, which can be a long and laborious process and which needs to be seen through. Of course, some laws of deduction can indeed be learned, though they change as musical language evolves. The laws of counterpoint, harmony and horizontal and vertical relationships are organised according to a code that allows the musician to make deductions with optimum efficiency and logic. But over and above these laws that provide the basis of composition, deduction has a personal character that applies both to the invention of the idea itself and to the consequences that can be deduced from this primordial idea. Deduction helps us to find the idea, then to make it proliferate.

         Creativity is not some kind of vague and generous profusion; it is profusion through deduction. Craft, in this sense, is the counterpart and corollary of creativity. It is produced according to stylistic coordinates. The initial stage of creative invention remains wild, unexpected. Later, of course, it can be ascribed to some act of the will, some lineage, or chance. But Breton’s ‘uncrackable kernel of night’ remains nonetheless.4 At first inexplicable, it remains unexplained to the end. It is the primordial gesture that can be elucidated only with that most banal and inevitable of words: personality.

         Of course, there is no telling whether this original gesture will remain unaltered in the finished work. If it does, we realise that the purpose of our labour is not only to refine, to make more salient, more intentional, more exceptional or more personal; our work is there also to make deduction itself richer, more visible, more unpredictable. In effect, deduction exists along a spectrum. There are banal, superficial deductions that do not lead to any genuine or novel consequences; deductions that only repeat the initial idea, while robbing it of the content it could have had. On the other hand, there are unpredictable deductions that enrich the initial idea and bring its latent potential to fruition. This is probably why we remain interested in listening to works that we already know well: unpredictable deduction becomes necessary. What separates great works from the rest is precisely the power and the vision with which deductions are made from an idea. I include here the idea in all its forms, whether relating to duration, timbre or, of course, pitch. The idea can initially be very partial, but if it is conceived with enough power, it can eventually invade territories far removed from where it began.

         Deduction, contrary to the restrictive definition of the term, is not only the rational application of an aptitude for drawing consequences from some given. It can be highly illogical or irrational, and its force can systematically short-circuit the chain of consequences. Deduction is implicit in the idea: the material perfection of the idea is subjected to the tyranny of deduction. In fact, in recent times the looser the codes and expected frameworks for invention, the less often a work used pre-existing formal structures, the more composers relied on deduction. In order to create formal structure, in order to generate coherence in the absence of a generally understood code, the more materials, forms and structures had to be derived from increasingly decisive initial ideas. This vision of the work as emerging from the initial gesture is what Schoenberg was trying to express, even if he self-servingly likened it to working miracles.

         To summarise, it is deduction that helps a composer to find and develop an idea, and to know how to make it proliferate. The role of craft is to ensure the vitality and suitability of this deduction, to assert the responsibility of every element to every other. Craft must therefore be considered the counterpart and corollary of creativity.

         Craft is both foresight and transgression. Familiarity with existing codes allows for foresight, for a network of possible deductions to be established, and it also helps us to settle on choices and conceive how an idea can move from imagination to reality. But craft is also the transgression of codes and the search for new ones, individual or collective, as well as the destruction, transformation or reconstruction of ancient codes in order to imbue them with a different meaning. Consequently, if foresight is grounded only in the reproduction or the imitation of models, craft becomes mere skill. But when knowledge produces transgression, craft can also be the fundamental pivot of creative invention, creating a responsibility yet to be explored, both in its forms and its implications.

         From initial material to final transcription, craft is a means for continuous investigation of the possible. It knows when to initiate material and when to let it withdraw, how to revive, create and transform, how to reassemble and disperse. The craft of the real relates to the craft of the imagined in a perpetual dialogue. The work can exist only in this exchange between the known and the unknown. The unknown surfaces from the known in a sequence that is inescapable and irreversible.

         It is clear that some elements of craft can be learned. Those that concern foresight are acquired only as a springboard or starting point. The rest requires faculties of deduction and the ability to foresee development and proliferation in certain material. To learn the technique to apply such deduction requires significant effort. However, anything that we cannot directly acquire from somebody else – that which can at most be transmitted to us in the form of an attitude – is transgression. Transgression remains individual: it is what will strongly or even exclusively determine the contours of a work, its methods, perhaps its very existence. The examples of other composers can teach us to transgress codes, but they can never teach us how to transgress them.

         We therefore owe only the least substantial (though by no means negligible) part of our craft to others, to our direct and indirect forebears. We owe the rest to ourselves alone, since it is inextricably linked to our own compositional gesture. The two parts can exist only together, even if the ratio of inheritance to autonomy varies. Between the transubstantiation of what is transmitted and the irreducibility of what is invented there is a permanent osmosis of which we are not always conscious. The web that is constantly woven between the learned and the unknown is what we call craft. We cannot be certain that this delicate web will stay intact over the course of a composer’s life. Craft can be corrupted by knowledge, or damaged by the unknown. Rupture or disaster can occur in the course of artistic creation, calling this fundamentally precarious balance into question.

         
            *

         

         Today, more than ever, the question of craft is raised in relation to new means of sound production, means that not only fail to provide models, but also seem so disorganised, or even unorganisable, that one might question their legitimacy. Either these new means offer us no precedents, or else the precedents are so tenuous that they are usually matters of individual reaction or personal gesture. It is no longer a question of composing musical objects – of the responsibility of one musical object towards another, according to established codes – for not only is that reference forbidden, but reference to any given material becomes in a certain sense annulled. The most obvious reaction to this overturning of centuries-old norms would be to reject any inherited craft, to interpret the rejection of notation as a symbol of a comprehensive rejection of tradition. It is claimed, not without reason, that a new technique requires a new approach, and that this new approach is necessarily incompatible with older ones. Even supposing that to be the case, however, a certain amateurism can be discerned in many works that use electronic material. Amateurism is apparent not only in the structures of the composition, which are often very rudimentary, but also in the approach, in the discovery of the material itself and – most cripplingly of all – in the wholesale incompatibility between material and composition (or rather, lack of composition).

         The sometimes superficial methods provided by electronics produce results that are rarely spectacular, and almost always narrowly circumscribed, precluding flexibility or pliability. This is what happens when we become fascinated by operational gesture and get drawn into superficial manipulation, rather than reflecting on means or method. In these cases, despite some skill in the execution, the result is amateurish or even incompetent when evaluated as a composition. It seems to me that this is why this domain has progressed so little, although we have been dabbling in it for years, and why it has so often given rise to dissatisfaction, frustration and a sense of its own inferiority to musical thought that is expressed instrumentally.

         This anecdotal, illustrative tendency has persisted for years. In truth, this kind of electronic or para-electronic music is readily accessible and is constantly and abundantly used to evoke imagery that is all too easy to describe. This imagery involves a vaguely futuristic conception of space, of the mystery of ‘interstellar worlds’, of cosmic catastrophe, of the strangeness of science fiction. The whole panoply of tacky, pseudo-scientific images is now matched by well-established convention with a sound world in which association reigns supreme and from which all structural or properly musical thought has disappeared. It is a simplistic reflex that precludes the creation of masterpieces, through the use of material that is non-musical in the sense that it is isolated from musical history, but instead binds ignorance to entertaining visual fantasies. Amid this banal and facile exoticism, there is never any thought of integrating the superficial surprises of the material into the structure of the composition.

         This applies not only to electronic material, but also to the instrumental material that accompanies it, which is often created beyond any structural hierarchy as an external means to reinforce certain points in the musical structure. Most percussion instruments were introduced into music in this way, participating in the structures of musical language merely as a peripheral group, with no need to specify their relationship to the musical language. As a result, crude, undifferentiated classes lingered in this domain, at best used for accentuation, and therefore primitive in the context of the musical language in which they were briefly insinuated. When the central hierarchy became less exclusive, when the supremacy of certain instrumental groups over others was called into question, when the priorities of material were radically revised, people began to mix percussion instruments – those with indefinite pitch – with other instruments; or else percussion was used as if a truly differentiated hierarchy could be applied to any sound source – as if, by the mere whim of extending this hierarchy, problems of categorising sound sources and of the compatibility between the sound structures they created had been resolved. But since that had not been worked out conceptually, no integration took place. At best, percussion was camouflaged by a profusion of material, a profusion that was intended, consciously or not, to disorient perception, or to blur it, by making it difficult to hear auditory markers that were deemed to be unnecessary or were present only in diffuse form.

         A similar approach can be noted in most electroacoustic works. The few attempts at ‘restraint’ encountered problems of validity: given the state of technical research, this sound was perceived as somehow impoverished, and people quickly turned to elaborate manipulation. The problem appeared to have been solved by abundance of material, but because the problem had not truly been foreseen, too much of what was produced neglected the crucial relationship between material and true composition, and was hence consigned to irrelevance. The structure of material and the structure of a composition are two aspects of the same fundamental investigation: when one aspect is lacking, there can be no real creative invention. Ultimately, the structure of material can develop properly only if the compositional structures controlling it are rethought in the same way, according to the same dialectic.

         When we speak about craft in these wide-open fields, or when we speak of amateurism, we are always referring to the same concepts, to the relationship that must exist between thought and material. No futile burst of percussion or unusual electroacoustic manipulation of material can hide conceptual weakness; on the contrary, they serve only to highlight such weaknesses, revealing either irresponsibility or lack of control. In these realms where so much still needs to be accomplished, craft – in the sense of deduction – means establishing a bridge between known and unknown categories. Not that the latter need to be recognised and organised in the same way and on the same scale as the former; but we can introduce analogous methods that fully satisfy us in the world we are exploring, and that stand comparison with those used in older fields. Only in rare exceptions is the new domain comparable to the older one. All of us have the sense, whether consciously or not, that technical progress has no bearing on – contributes little, if anything, to – the conceptual development of composition. We experience technical progress as an illusion, an evasion, even an escape hatch. More fundamental development fails to happen, or happens very slowly through sporadic and isolated work. We could even say that technical progress can truly be described as progress only when it perfectly matches the development of musical concepts, allowing creative engagement that completely suits the nature of the new material.

         This is where the ideas that I have mentioned several times before become relevant: the notions of foresight, deduction and, in particular, transgression. Nothing can be more valid and stimulating than to allow space in one’s work for accidents of inspired discovery; but if repeated application makes this merely a procedure, if this free-for-all comes to be considered as the intangible heart of creativity, such wholesale adoption of chance could never truly and correctly express our new world.

         Foresight applies first of all to the material itself. How can a coherent, rich sound world capable of supporting structures – the scaffolding of a composition – be organised from this chaos, or shall we say from these possibilities, in which we see both potential limitations and an absence of obvious boundaries? We would need to interpolate and extrapolate existing notions that we already know how to handle, and from which we can get our bearings. Between the solid, discrete realm of instruments and the potential of the unbounded world of electronics (a term used for convenience, though instrumental transformation or computer-generated organisation may not always be involved) is where we should probably place the foundations of perception, no matter whether through science or instinct – although I would lean towards instinct, a better arbiter in such cases. It is perception that will allow us to predict the evolution of timbre, the transformation of one timbre into another, the thresholds of perception with respect to resemblance and difference. In short, this perceptual groundwork will allow us to order existing material and to predict the order of unexplored material with varying degrees of accuracy. Not that this order must remain immutable, like a constraint. It is, on the contrary, linked to the compositional project: it uses timbral paths whose structure is a function of the organisation of the work. The work transgresses that foresight, showing a clear preference for some aspects over others, developing patterns and relationships in the moment.

         Craft will appear in these very reciprocal functions of the work and material, establishing their inevitable interdependency. This craft largely has to be invented; the few serious attempts made in this direction were quickly abandoned in the name of a short-lived showmanship that has, of course, lost its sheen over the years. All composers, good or bad, inherit the unity and consistency of the instrumental world; but in an electronic work, they have to create their own consistency and coherence. That is why this part of craft, which with instruments is a kind of supplementary skill, is foregrounded nowadays. The use of ‘found material’ has negated many well-intentioned efforts. In my opinion, such efforts should have focused on an aspect that has traditionally been deeply neglected because it is self-evident. Here, I see one of the fundamental differences between instruments and electronics: a reversal in the hierarchy of concepts and the urgency with which they demand attention. With electronics, deduction and foresight should focus centrally on material, the original source of composition in this domain.

         I will now digress in order to consider the general differences between the hierarchies of these two worlds. In the traditional world of instruments, pitches and their organisation are by far the greatest priority. The language of pitches has always been formalised to the highest degree. Musical language could never have existed without the formalisation of intervals, scales and various types of vertical and horizontal control. The important functions of pitch (tonality, for instance) strictly controlled musical form. Compared to pitch structures, durational or temporal structures, with rare exceptions, have generally been much more crude. In our Western tradition, of course, there has been a regrettable lack of reflection on this front. ‘Rhythm’ is considered in many contexts to be a natural invention, with its references to popular music – a memory of a past that has remained alive through many transmutations and therefore lost its original distant identity. When students are learning to compose, ‘rhythm’ is not taught except inasmuch as they are expected to be inventive and to create variety within more or less restrictive models. As for timbre and dynamics, which provide rhythm with an immediate profile, this is barely mentioned beyond certain practical formulas. Musical instruments, our thousand-year-old experiment, are there only to provide the clothing without which composition would be like Noah’s drunkenness. Composition, after all, has a duty to cover up nakedness; there has often been something faintly embarrassing about the instrumental finery that we need to strip off a composition if we want to be quite clear about its value. Sonic creativity was supposed to proceed in noble isolation, and instruments were treated with suspicion, their virtuosity a symbol of hedonism and destructive mischief. It is as if traditional musical knowledge could be divided into noble and plebeian categories, with counterpoint and the fugue belonging to the nobility and musical instruments to the necessary world of craft.

         Such categories certainly could not apply to electronics; one might even say that in this field, the hierarchy of values has been overturned. Sound is not disconnected timbre, and identifying sonic material no longer starts with isolating it from pitch into detached, abstract components. Sound data are identified by characteristics that cannot be separated from pitch, or rather, from the frequencies from which pitch is made up. In other words, frequency and timbre can no longer be separated, but must rather be considered as integral to the identification of a work’s sound material. No longer a subsidiary issue, material became the most fundamental category upon which the work depends.

         As for concepts of time, they too have fundamentally changed key, so to speak. I commented long ago5 that temporal structures in music that is not meant to be performed by a musician cannot be considered according to a pulsed relationship but only in relation to an unpulsed one. The temporal grid is established only at one level, since it is no longer modified by the irrational and unpredictable dimension of the performer. Thus, all the relationships must be calculated in order fully to account for a ‘time’ event.

         The relationship between time and sound is, however, difficult to pin down. Complex material develops within itself a version of time that is not necessarily compatible with a time envelope that connects sounds in an organised way. Instrumental time refers to individual, isolated pitches, and the instruments that together make up complex amalgams of timbre and pitch individually obey these one-off durational structures. In electroacoustics, the creation of an object from timbre, frequency and duration fuses those three parameters together within the material. They are in a communal state that inclines them to resist higher-order hierarchies that contradict their internal hierarchy; this hierarchy takes precedence while the global hierarchy merely fixes the order in which different sound objects appear, their alternation and their temporal location. Electroacoustic music is often justly criticised for being ‘arrhythmic’. Beyond its incompatibility with traditional schematisation, it could be said that temporal succession in this music is too complex to be subordinated to anything else, creating this arrhythmic impression, this lack of trajectory. This is true not only of slow, ‘suspended’ material; even restless and frenetic material is perceived as arrhythmic.

         
            *

         

         In the development of the hierarchy of long-established values, which were called into question and then overturned, the idea of craft is certainly difficult to maintain, all the more so because the new environment offers different ways of working, of which the instrumental world gave at most only a foretaste. I would like to speak more specifically of the intersection between a structure that is bound, mechanical, typically deriving from a machine and its resources, and a free structure whose variety, irregularity and constant renewal are ensured by spontaneous decision-making.

         I have always been struck by the possible relationship between fixed and mobile structures. The fixed structure cannot by itself focus our attention on what it produces. Such is the case with many mechanical procedures that apply one kind of action to every resulting event. This distinctive way of structuring objects infuses them with non-developmental properties. If we just apply such procedures directly, the structures produced will tend to be flattened, negated by the one-sidedness of the method. These non-developmental properties have to be coupled with material that evolves, and that does so in a different way. Whatever is interesting in this approach will arise precisely from the unpredictable encounter between fixed and mobile forces.

         This phenomenon can be produced at all levels of the composition and of its operation. No dimension is excluded, be it global or specific: pitch, timbre, structure too – the generating structure, or something applied to an existing one. Examples will demonstrate that although the rule is widely applicable, it is particularly relevant to the mechanical.

         Take, for example, the case of the filter. Suppose we have composed a musical structure, one that can be performed and perceived as such, all its components truly finished. We then apply to this structure, for some time at least, a rigorous set of filters that will eliminate or transform pitches that lie outside a well-defined zone. Any musical object passing through this grid will be shorn of frequencies in the prescribed band. It will therefore become fragmentary, or even be eliminated, and this will occur independently of the original structure, which is not controlling it. Here I am, of course, referring again to the foundational principle of responsibility. A structure is formed of elements that are mutually dependent on each other, thus forming a whole. Another structure not dependent on the first, but possessing its own intrinsic dependencies, will modify it not by establishing new dependencies, but by creating events that result only from one structure being immune to another. The new structure inflects the first without taking its own nature into account.

         We can thereby bring together two types of structure: one flexible, mobile, dependent on the composer’s variable criteria; the other amorphous, with no inner life other than its identity, which is either deterministic or aleatoric. The combination of a form and an amorphous structure yields results in which immediate, spontaneous unpredictability still operates within a completely predictable field. This is as true of pitch, duration and dynamics as of timbre. If the structural formations result from actual composition, the formless structures depend on a mechanical process that, once set in motion, applies itself to everything, everywhere. Whatever musical object is exposed to this, the formless procedure will transform it – assuming its field of operation is valid – through its particular prism, giving it a new profile.

         Here, too, inherited and still-familiar methods of working can be completely upended. In the old world, the work’s starting point was amorphous structure, though that never fully imbued it: this was a preliminary state rather than an active force. For pitch, atemporal structure (or rather, structure that had not yet been temporally organised) had only potential meaning. The notes of a scale constitute a space in which to inscribe a melodic line or a harmonic relationship; the amorphous structure of the scale could not be formative. At most, they played the role of acoustic filler for the actual sound object: arpeggios or scales that could sometimes form a coherent, supportive backdrop. With duration, the closest analogy to this use of the amorphous can be found in rhythmic ostinatos, such as Berg’s Monoritmica, or Messiaen’s rhythmic canons, especially when such ostinatos do not coincide with the melodic or harmonic structures of the objects they govern. But as we have seen, these cases were marginal, the last outposts of a system in which everything was subordinated to those structures I have already named as formants.

         In the foreseeable future, on the other hand, it will be crucial to move forward from this reversal of values and give an increasingly predominant role to these amorphous structures, which range from the strictest determinism to the most aleatoric indeterminacy; to give them, above all, a generative role that is central to developing material, to the very activity of composing. We see clearly from this that, henceforth, learned craft can hardly serve only to extrapolate; it will first and foremost be a process of transgression.

         
            *

         

         This lengthy discussion of the fundamental ideas of analysis and craft allows me to describe how idea and realisation function as a binary pair. This relationship remains a fundamental dilemma for a composer, and the source of any achievement. Realisation obviously cannot exist without the idea, but the idea is also enriched by realisation. Realisation cannot merely embody, still less serve as, clothing for the idea, but idea and realisation are closely intertwined in a fluid, even precarious process. To repeat: for me, an idea does not truly exist until we become aware of how to realise it.

         The question remains, however, of where an idea comes from. I have shown that dealing with everything around us – not just cultural phenomena, and certainly not just musical ones – reveals our own potential to us. At first, we refer to the past, and we might as well use this as keenly as possible for self-discovery: we can be sure of who we are only through the sense of identity that emerges from contact with the works we study. In this sense, analysis can play a fundamental, albeit circumscribed, role. I would go so far as to say that analysis teaches us nothing that we did not perhaps already know, but it shows it to us and forces us to become aware of it. Analysis can only be this description of ourselves, by ourselves, through models, since the original creative labyrinth closes in on itself and is in that sense unusable by anyone but ourselves. Nobody will ever be able to penetrate the depths of the mystery that is enshrined in the work that we hear, and even if they could, it would only be like solving the mystery of a crime novel. Analysis first of all reveals us to ourselves, then shows us the way towards realisation. Since the work exceeds or even negates the initial idea, the path from this idea to realisation is difficult, if not impossible, to retrace, but to work back from a realisation to the original idea will guide us on our own path. We thereby learn to make deductions and to take responsibility for what those deductions imply.

         However, the reciprocity of idea and realisation, the vital, ongoing relationship they maintain and the connection that binds them to the mechanisms of creativity all lead us to question if not which category has primacy, then at least which comes logically prior to the other. Where does the idea come from, given that we have prepared the ground for it to bloom? Do we find primarily continuity or disruption? Does it depend on a recurrence of the same conditions in order to appear, or does it emerge irrationally? Does it have abstract or concrete sources – that is, a material origin and impulse? How does it come into being and stabilise, and how will it develop, blossom and proliferate? Or does realisation, on the other hand, appear somewhere on the path to transmission? What does it actually capture? In other words, is realisation an intermediary or, rather, the quintessential means of deepening the idea? Might it even be the source of the idea?

         There is a frequent tendency to simplify the problem, to look at only one of the multiple aspects of the idea–realisation pair, representing it as a stable relationship with an established hierarchy. In fact, the more we explore the mysteries of creativity, the more we realise that it eludes a simple dualistic explanation of forces having their own fields of action – sometimes overlapping, obeying certain laws, following a recognisable timeline. Instead, idea and realisation intertwine in such a way as to give rise to countless different situations.

         We can say first of all that, for the composer, a new idea arises from previous experience, from some past realisation. During apprenticeship that earlier realisation is not one’s own but the work of someone else, but the more we command our own territory, the more we refer only to ourselves and our own past. It is likely that some idea that has played a secondary role in a previous realisation will now strike one as unfulfilled, demanding a deeper, more rigorous investigation. This journey from one work to another occurs gradually, an initially limited perspective being progressively expanded in order to become sustainable. Realisation, in this case, is a powerful aid in the development of the idea, since it provides new material in need of further reflection. The idea will endure through its stronger hold on a problem that realisation has only partially succeeded in resolving; and realisation will in turn widen its scope and influence. Thus, one work is deduced from another – not entirely, but in certain features whose kernel the first work contains.

         This reliable method is obviously not the only possible solution, nor even the most frequent. In creativity there is often surprise, discontinuity, sudden changes in the direction of thought, a focus on problems whose latent importance has been neither foreseen nor suspected. I do not mean simply superficial changes of direction, or a reliance on previously unexploited references that is in fact evidence of muddled thinking and impoverished creativity. There have been ample instances of this ‘back to the past’ habit: tiresome parodies of real exploration, based not on authentic gesture but on gesticulations in search of temporary validity. No! To transform, to discover an unnoticed field of invention, to imagine new possibilities – this is how to illuminate the creative plains that become occluded when we are dealing with apparently more urgent problems. As surprising, abrupt and unforeseen as this transformation might seem, it is nevertheless part of any process that faithfully reflects the composer’s gesture, however unexpected initially.

         The birth of the idea and its rebirth through realisation are essential to compositional practice, yet in the specifics of that pathway – in the revelation of the idea to itself by means of its realisation – influence is evident at every moment. In order to create, to overcome the barriers that realisation sets up against it, the idea is forced to multiply, to reinvent itself, to find many local solutions that collectively become global. When the idea is confronted by the challenge of realisation, it proliferates in order to encompass realisation and force it towards completion. Thus, at the end of the process, an idea has expended so much energy through replication and proliferation that its initial energy has gone, and it looks completely different from what was originally intended. There is a gain in potential over the course of the realisation – but also a certain loss, in that the initial idea cannot multiply indefinitely, but is dissipated through the germination of ideas that begin as subordinate but end up more powerful and expansive than the original one. The initial potential has increased along the way, while its priorities have altered or transformed. These changes of intention – inflections and reversals – often appear when a secondary parameter becomes primary, partially or completely modifying the initial one or imbuing it with an initially unforeseen meaning. A continual reordering can take place when creativity comes into play, as idea meets realisation, a confrontation full of conflicts and detours. Once the journey is completed, the idea has acquired stronger potential and found adequate means for realisation; deliberately or not, the ground has been laid for the next interaction. These mechanisms maintain their potency. Whether they are rediscovered by the same person or stimulate another composer, the finished work remains a permanent source of unresolved conflict and inexhaustible contradiction. Through its expressive force and continued impact, the work remains an ideal meeting ground of the known and the unknown. It can reveal the future to anyone who sets out to find it.

         How and in what form does the initial impact happen? Is it only born of the idea’s interaction with itself? Is it born of pure speculation, or is the impact already more material – that is, directly related to the material that enables creativity? There is a very familiar cliché about the invention of a theme – whether a melody, rhythm or chord – after which everything else is progressively worked out in real time. There is also another equally familiar cliché about the god-like composer who creates a work through the power of thought alone, as if material transcription were only an ancillary process. The spirit breathes, the work comes into existence, the hand moves … The supposedly a posteriori nature of transcription corroborates the myth that idea and realisation perfectly fuse in a single explosive moment.

         It is only necessary to examine the early sketches of previous composers, or to discuss the matter with composers of the day, or to reflect on one’s own practice to realise that there is a much wider range of scenarios than these two clichés suggest. They vary not only because of composers’ differing personalities, but also from work to work. Whether one wishes to call this process inspiration, intention or even ingenuity, it can sometimes be completely abstract in nature, producing a structure or a form; but it can also sometimes appear as the most immediate, the most ‘concrete’ sound material. Strangely, this intuition, this initial survey of the future work does not imply comprehensive knowledge. Intuition can go a long way in a particular domain, either in the abstract or concretely, ignoring competing forces until later, when they can be dealt with more efficiently in order to restore balance. An intuition, an invention, might well be solely concerned with the sound world it plans to use – a given group of instruments, with certain timbral characteristics, or certain electroacoustic transformations – without yet having the slightest idea about what musical material will best suit the chosen timbral field. Realisation involves assimilating the characteristics of these timbres, these instruments, this electroacoustic machinery in order to deduce either the specific content of the musical ideas that will best do them justice or the proliferation and development that will result from the use of this sound world and best match the formal configuration. The choice of a particular form of sonic expression demands a search for the ideas, structures and form that will make that choice clear and necessary. The materiality of sound will lead the composer to create forms and musical ideas that would probably not have been imagined so intensely without that first choice having been made – one might initially think this process the opposite of the normal pathway of composition.

         Sometimes, though, a completely abstract concept – about density, for example, contrasting two objects, such as single sounds against blocks of variable density – will trigger many different creative processes and result in highly concrete musical ideas. Or sometimes ideas about the perception of time will lead to compositional expression, to musical identification of variables experienced at first only vaguely or partially: setting up temporal suspension in contrast to measured pulse; projecting different temporalities; unifying different kinds of subdivision.

         From this account one might infer that conceiving a work is a matter only of calculation, but I want to emphasise the narrowness of most intuitions, however strong they may be. An idea rarely reveals itself in full, but is generally discovered only in fits and starts, through the resistance in its realisation, which is what allows it to become itself – often incompletely, leaving much room for future encounters. And when I mention the technique of conceptual development I am not implying a removal of all that is irrational and unexpected, all that is offered by the initial impact. This is precisely where the poetic comes in to musical genesis. When I speak of time, one might be led to believe that I mean only its demarcation, its measurement for a particular purpose. When I speak of form, one might imagine that I mean only the construction of sustainable formal plans. When I discuss timbre, it might seem as if my only interest is in organising it as a coherent whole. Those are indeed the consequences of the realisation that my poetic world reveals. But if I speak of time and its crucial importance in the thinking for a given work, it is because the work’s poetic content hinges on a desire to extend my temporal intuition to a realisation that will help me to sense it more profoundly, more genuinely, more powerfully than anything else I can imagine. Intuition is huge, but it cannot be satiated: realisation is but a provisional step; it provides us with a written, living testimony of this intuition. Rather than exhausting intuition, realisation can only help to bring it into focus, to prepare it for the ever broader expression of its potential, of its qualities.

         And so, well beyond issues of analysis and craft, the dual nature of idea and realisation – a duality whose poles must be embraced when we want invention, meaning and expression to combine – points us towards our deepest mysteries. The many paths that lead from idea to realisation, or that lead us to them, are the very pathways of creativity. They are what allows our creativity to take on concrete meaning and to reflect the expression of a poetic world that is our goal, our fulfilment. Neither can be ignored without negating the other.

         
            1 Boulez’s statement harks back to Igor Stravinsky’s formalist credo: ‘Music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all’ (Igor Stravinsky, An Autobiography (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1936), pp. 53–4), and to his own earlier statement, ‘Music is an art that has no meaning’ (‘Aesthetics and the Fetishists’ (1961), in Orientations, ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, trans. Martin Cooper (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), p. 32).

            2 From Char’s poem ‘Song of the Sorgue’.

            3 Olivier Messiaen, Traité de rythme, de couleur et d’ornithologie, vol. II (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1995), pp. 124–47; Karlheinz Stockhausen, ‘Struktur und Erlebniszeit’ (1955), in Texte zur elektronischen und instrumentalen Musik, vol. I, pp. 86–98; György Ligeti, ‘Pierre Boulez. Decision and automatism in Structure 1a’, Die Reihe 4 (1959), pp. 36–62.

            4 This characterisation, ‘L’infraccasable noyau de nuit’, is used by André Breton to describe ‘the sexual world’ (‘le monde sexuel’) in his preface to Contes bizarres d’Achim von Arnim, illustrés par Valentine Hugo, in Breton, Œuvres complètes, vol. 2 (Paris: Gallimard Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1988–2008), p. 359.

            5 Pierre Boulez, ‘At the Edge of Fertile Land (Paul Klee)’(1955), in Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship, ed. Paule Thevenin, trans. Stephen Walsh, intr. Robert Piencikowski (Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 164–9.
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            Language, Material and Structure

            (1978–79)

         

         It is difficult to reduce musical creativity to a simple inventory of techniques, to explain the construction of a musical language through a description of a set of resources that composers have at their disposal. Nevertheless, musical creativity exists in tangible form only because of these means of transmission, without which thought never goes beyond intention. Clearly, without some more or less explicit procedures, musical creativity will not happen. Clearly, too, no system, however valid, will on its own enable creativity – a creativity that is clear and enduring – to arise. This network of expressed or implied explanations linking intuition to a work is both indispensable and also of no significance: indispensable in that it is our only means to describe a work (before or after its death!); insignificant in that the work’s ultimate value lies beyond its reach. Nevertheless, reflecting on the necessity of a work requires us to analyse its various components, its various creative dimensions, but without forgetting that they are without precedence or hierarchy, that they always refer to each other, that none of these dimensions could exist on its own, in isolation from the rest, without undermining its own validity.

         I will start with the very notion of language. What does that word mean when applied to music? Does it even have any meaning? Does musical communication have to be channelled through language? These are questions that need to be asked, since the idea of musical language has increasingly been called into question, and above all because there are certain misunderstandings that we need to explain, if not dispel.

         I will then turn to a critical description of the elements out of which this language, if this is what it is, is built. This will lead me to consider materials, time and space. By passing from elements to the way in which they are used, I can study the problems of formal organisation and style. Finally, and in order to relate these two perspectives to compositional shaping, I will discuss the vital features of manipulation and accident, closely related phenomena in the precarious creative balance created by ‘abolished chance’.1

         I come now to the question of language, an idea that has taken a pounding, been called into question, even flatly denied. Why is this?

         Musical language, in past centuries, was truly a common code. I refer here only to Western civilisation, but the case of non-European music is even clearer from this point of view. In both it was unthinkable to express oneself outside a common, acknowledged, agreed code. In that sense, communication could be said to operate through explicit conventions by which individuals could aim for perfection. Sometimes, especially in any oral tradition, individuality can even completely dissipate in favour of anonymity. What counts is the work as conveyed, with all the haphazard elements and transformations such transmission implies. This is collective expression, either universally respected or adapted by the individual, depending on whether the work is tied to religious or social taboos, or linked to labour and recreation.

         In enduring, non-European traditions, this is the point of view that has prevailed: collective language gives pre-eminence to anonymity, or at least to the anonymity of the composer, if not always of the performer. But I am speaking of living, or at least surviving, traditions, given that this idea of language brings the danger of a tendency towards laborious development – in short, sclerosis. Language is agreed to be static, dating from a golden age that offered a unique and ultimate solution. Needless to say, a particularly rude shock can swiftly annihilate this kind of conservatism: witness the ravages of colonialism on populations we call ‘indigenous’. Lately, many traditional cultures have disappeared rapidly as society has undergone rapid change, the new situations that have been created no longer corresponding at all with agreed ways forward.

         There is something deeply artificial about prolonging linguistic edicts that no longer correspond to reality. This is the case for Latin in the church, and the corresponding preservation of plainchant, or at any rate what is considered to be plainchant, given the lack of agreement among musicologists about how plainchant was performed during the centuries that saw it appear and develop. We have the texts, naturally, but the musical interpretation of these texts – I do not, of course, mean intervals or figures, but rather the features that cannot be captured in precise notation – the musical performance practice is just as mystifying as the actual pronunciation of medieval Latin or French. A full knowledge of this language cannot be obtained by tracking down data as precisely as possible. It is a paradox: the inherited language has changed so little that we can easily trace the original, yet at the same time we are faced with a lost language, because key information is missing. This phantom language is at once here and gone, perennial and outdated.

         With the sole exception of plainchant, linked to ritual liturgical stability, Western societies have followed a path very different from non-European traditions. Almost from the start, the language of cultivated music was the product or prey of the individuals who helped to shape it. Of course, for a long time the language adopted was shared. Individuals who expressed themselves through laws of their own making did not yet exist. That sort of individualism contradicted the concept of a musical work. In this respect our Western cultures were close to non-European ones. Divine language demanded submission, and communion with the truth left no place for individual states of mind. From today’s perspective it looks as though it took a long time for individuality, in the sense that we understand it now, to break free from this ‘impersonal’ situation. In fact, it is hard for us accurately to gauge the role that individuality played in archaic forms of musical expression, and the further back we look, the less secure our judgement. Proust said that when examining photographic portraits from another era, it is difficult to reconstruct the social strata, to distinguish the elite from the bourgeois, or the bourgeois from the labourer dressed in Sunday best, because we are much more conscious of their shared origins in the same bygone era, defined by customs and fashions that were common to all. It is the same with music of the past: we are vastly more aware of the traits shared by works from the same era than of those that distinguish one work from another, since the distance of centuries has produced a remarkable levelling that extends to expression itself, expression that now eludes us. In the same way that we cannot identify an individual’s distinctive traits, we are also totally unequipped to appreciate the diversity of expression within a given musical language. Be they expressions of pain or pleasure, we can understand or appreciate very little of this. Where the poetic texts that these works set have disappeared, we probably often misinterpret the music.

         Historical perspective only increases the impression of an extremely rapid acceleration of phenomena produced by the development – even the overdevelopment – of the concept of individuality. Musical language evolves because individuals model it according to their personal desires and needs. But even taking into account what seems like an optical illusion, we must recognise that the evolution of Western music increasingly results in conflict between musical language and the individual, between collective means of communication and the individual’s quest for self-description, between expression and self-expression. This was reflected at the beginning of the twentieth century in the abolition of a universal code – tonality – in favour of a code in which methods could still be generalised but results depended almost exclusively on individual choice. Even this method was soon contested, and Schoenberg’s illusion of having found a new permanence in musical language soon dissipated, quickly and decisively. Who, today, would dream of working towards a collective language? Schoenberg and the Viennese School were probably the last to entertain that utopian vision.

         
            *

         

         The desire for an individual idiom can, of course, be observed in musical language. Sometimes we seem to be reliving the story of the Tower of Babel. None of the scholarly meetings that tried to find a rational solution to this problem succeeded in producing any tangible results, having run up against notation as the symbol of individual originality.2 As a result either of experience or the lack of it, or of the complexity of the musical events to be notated, or of the approach adopted, which can notate either action or output, there is complete confusion, in which a given sign can describe one thing in one score and a completely opposite thing in another. This problem of notation, so familiar to performers of contemporary music, is not an isolated phenomenon attributable to the insubordination of certain composers. It results specifically from the fact that musical language has reached a point where people need to create particular areas corresponding to their expressive needs. What once served to facilitate communication has become a basic obstacle. Notation is, in a sense, the most obvious symbol of the extreme individualisation of a musical language that shuns collective coding and stops just short of forgoing language’s most fundamental virtue: its power to communicate – or at least to communicate directly, encrypted messages being more and more common.

         With electroacoustics the problem is undoubtedly still more acute. In notated music, a composer seeks both a personal mode of expression and to enable performers to follow that path. Notation is therefore a minimum condition if a community, however small, is to speak the same language. But as soon as a work is ‘irrevocably’ transcribed and no longer needs to be targeted at performers, notation becomes completely superfluous. At most, it can serve as a visual description of acoustic phenomena, a sketch drawn with varying degrees of precision of a work already realised.3 Or else processes that gave rise to sound are described symbolically, by numbers, and no one who has not heard the work would be able to imagine the sonic actuality to which the transcribed processes correspond. Transcription will remain a completely secret language, meaningful only to the composer and the composer’s own memory, and to those already familiar with the processing and its output.

         In various facets of their activity, composers challenge the notion of a musical language that is anything other than strictly individual. It can be of practical use only for themselves: a language that is a personal possession, patented, as it were, by the composer.

         The composer does, however, admit notions of organisation, of choice, of selection. Although the language, personal as it is, rests on individually established frameworks, these frameworks are established as a function of a system of coordinates that need to be plotted in order to grasp the meaning of the work. Regarding only sound, even this is organised within a system, and sonic material cannot be envisioned outside the codes of individual musical language. Some pretext, though – an ideological or philosophical pretext is actually preferable – can lead us to feel that there is no necessary link between language and material, that something is music in itself. If so, all that is needed is to put this article of faith – to be more precise, this premise – into action, to put it to ‘work’. Anything can be used that originates in, and belongs to, sonic vibration, be it the sounds of daily life, of nature, of culture or technology. This can obviously amount to the complete negation of an understanding of language as a consistent and organic whole.
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