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            … our habitual vision of things is not necessarily right: it is only one of an infinite number, and to glimpse an unfamiliar one, even for a moment, unmakes us, but steadies us again.

            Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain

            
                

            

            … for some time, historians of experimentalism in music have stood at a crossroads, facing a stark choice: to grow up and recognize a multicultural, multiethnic base for experimentalism in music, with a variety of perspectives, histories, traditions and methods, or to remain the chroniclers of an ethnically bound and ultimately limited tradition that appropriates freely, yet furtively, from other ethnic traditions, yet cannot recognize any histories as its own other than those based in whiteness … A failure to hear these new sounds constitutes not only a form of sensory deprivation, but also an addiction to exclusion-as-identity that ends up, as addictions often do, in impoverishment of the field, or even its eventual death.

            George E. Lewis, A Power Stronger than Itself x
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1
            Introduction

         

         It was early one morning at a hotel breakfast table in Hesse that I had the pivotal conversation with George E. Lewis. That sweltering summer of 2018 we were both teaching at the Darmstadt Summer Course, a biennial happening in provincial south-west Germany that started up after the Second World War and has become an improbable new-music Mecca. Lewis – an African-American composer, trombonist and intellectual powerhouse – was a generous and jovial presence around campus that year with his resplendent chuckle and inspirational lectures on decolonising the canon. (I was meanwhile attempting to teach a bunch of fierce-minded students how to write about new music. Their conclusion: grab the subject by both shoulders, use words with wit and abandon. They were wonderful.)

         On the last morning of seminars, over rye bagels and coffee, I finally summoned the courage to ask Lewis’s advice about a notion I’d been mulling over for a while. ‘George,’ I ventured. ‘I’m thinking of writing some sort of new history of twentieth-century composers. I don’t mean the usual suspects. I mean composers who get left out. What do you reckon?’

         Anyone who has been in Lewis’s company will recognise what came next. He nodded a breezy nod. The sort of nod that says: No big deal, what are you waiting for? ‘Sure,’ he said, taking a bite of his bagel. ‘Someone’s gotta write that book. It’s way overdue. You should do it.’ But! I argued against my own case. Isn’t the proposition too vague? Too vast? Too reductive? Too — ‘Why should it be?’ he shrugged. ‘Choose some interesting composers who don’t 2make it into the mainstream history books. Tell their stories. Prove that they were all doing amazing stuff. Prove that they existed. Make your readers want to hear their music. What’s reductive about that? Oh, it’s time.’ With that, he drained his coffee and left me to it.

         ‘Tell their stories.’

         • • •

         As a kid growing up in a cottage in rainy rural Scotland, I became obsessed with classical music. Who can say why, exactly, given five of my six brothers are folk musicians, but classical music is what caught my tiny ear. I fixated on the sounds emerging from the kitchen radio (ever tuned to BBC Radio 3) and from the family tape collection, which, alongside Bob Dylan and Planxty, included Mozart’s late symphonies, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos and the thrillingly titled compilation The Greatest Hits of the 17th Century. Noticing how often I would fall asleep clutching my little Fisher-Price tape machine, Monteverdi madrigals playing on repeat, my parents bought me audio books about the lives of the ‘great composers’ for children. I inhaled those tales of Beethoven with his ear trumpets in Vienna, flame-haired Vivaldi on his gondola romps around Venice, Tchaikovsky heading off on steam trains to ‘discover America’. These became the legends that framed the music I loved. The music I still love.

         That was the 1980s. As the years passed, I pursued the radical innovation of classical music into twentieth-century repertoire – and when I reached the margins of the mainstream and discovered the ear-altering sounds made there using everything from sirens to silence, something began to irk. Why were so many innovative figures missing from my history books? It kept happening. Throughout undergraduate and postgraduate music studies in 3Canada and the UK, as a newspaper music critic in my twenties, now as a presenter for BBC Radio 3 – why did the official narrative, the concert programmes, the festival line-ups, always revolve so narrowly around the same clutch of ‘core’ composers that I’d learned about in my kids’ stories? Why were they so exclusively white and so male, so European and so American? Where were all the others? Because there were plenty of others. There are.

         Things have changed somewhat in the decade since I was a student. Even since that breakfast with George Lewis in 2018, mainstream conversations around race, gender, inclusion and the arts have shifted – to an extent. In the summer of 2020, the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent expansion of the Black Lives Matter movement forced the issue into the headlines. Questions were asked, publicly and forcefully, about how we tell our histories and who gets to tell them. Statues were pulled down, alternative road names nailed up. There was a backlash. The term ‘culture wars’ reared its mucky head in the tabloids and in the mouths of government ministers intent on profiteering from division. Oxford University was accused of an ‘attack of the woke’ after it announced plans to broaden its music curriculum to include more non-Western traditions. To be clear: Oxford was not planning to drop any core repertoire from its syllabus, merely to extend the scope a little. Which it has done, as far as I know jeopardising neither the well-being of students nor the future of classical music.

         Here is a myth I keep coming up against. It is an odd and spurious fear that The Great Works – the Passions of Bach, the symphonies of Beethoven and Brahms, the earth-shaking ballets of Igor Stravinsky – are somehow threatened if classical music becomes more inclusive. Nobody is mooting that we should ditch Mozart or Mahler. Nobody is suggesting that their music doesn’t speak for our times and for all time. I would be the first to fight back 4if anyone did. So I wonder what fuels this pernicious insecurity that composers who are already in the fold will be devalued if border controls around the genre are relaxed. Societal parallels aren’t too hard to spot. It is the mentality of gate-keeping, of wall-building, of door-closing behind oneself.

         The irony is that the opposite is true. Stagnation will be the death of any living art form. Defensiveness is what suffocates. The longevity of the whole classical music ecosystem depends on embracing the boldest and broadest sounds as much as breathing new life into beloved old ones. The score of a Beethoven symphony is a blueprint for revolution but performed in a vacuum its message is mute. Healthy musical culture depends on who’s playing, who’s listening, who’s genuinely impacted. The visionary director Graham Vick said that if opera has a place in the world, it must be of the world. He refused to watch the music he loved become ‘the guarded privilege of an ever-smaller section of British society’, so he took opera out of its hallowed spaces and got citizens of Birmingham singing Verdi. This was no tokenism. Disproving the false dichotomy between inclusion and excellence time and time again, Vick showed that opera can enrich every life, and in fact that the strength of the genre relies on it doing so.

         Compensating for a lack of diversity in classical music of past eras is a genuine stumper. We cannot readily make up for the opportunities denied to nearly everyone except white men of previous centuries, though we must make darn sure we shout about the courageous composers who did manage to write music in spite of the odds. However: there is no excuse for ignoring the explosion of creative voices made possible by social changes around the globe after 1900. The composer Charles Seeger, husband of Ruth Crawford, admitted he had a ‘not-very-high’ opinion of female composers ‘based mostly upon the absence of mention of them 5in the histories of music’. Seeger wasn’t alone in his lazy assumption that if we don’t generally read about someone, or hear their music much in concerts, they probably aren’t good enough to be included. It’s a myth of absence that pervades much of the industry. More fool us. What ear-expanding sounds we’ve been missing.

         I write this book out of love and anger. The love: because I want to shout from the rooftops that classical music is gripping, essential, personally and politically game-changing. The anger: because I can’t shout proudly about a culture that wilfully closes its doors on perceived outsiders. And it does. The Brazilian musicologist Paulo Costa Lima, who has been a great help in my research on Walter Smetak and Bahian composers of the 1960s, wrote this to me: ‘Is “neglect” a mere slip of our musicological machine, or’, he suggested, ‘is it the very essence and substance’ of how the classical music industry operates? Costa Lima pointed out that continuing to celebrate established ‘centres’ at the exclusion of ‘peripheries’ is a reaffirmation that the rest of the world ‘is not capable of producing valid propositions’. In other words, he perceives Western-centric musicology as ‘a colonialist enterprise renewed in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries’.

         If classical music is serious about wanting change, it needs to reclaim its innate and vital sense of adventure. I mean adventurous listening as well as adventurous creating. The kind of listening that makes us vulnerable, that reawakens us, that ‘unmakes us, but steadies us again’, in the words of the modernist writer Nan Shepherd, who roamed the Cairngorms her whole life in search of surprise. If we want to embrace a genuine range of life experiences, we’ll need to stop prescribing and start embracing a genuine range of sound. Various orchestras and institutions have scrambled in recent years to redress the demographic balance of their repertoire, plonking works by a handful of ‘diverse’ composers 6into programmes without really considering their context, or their appropriate performance practices, or whether those particular works even warrant the platform. This is the worst of box-ticking and it ends up being detrimental if the music showcased only confirms pre-existing stereotypes. The point should never be to find ‘diverse’ composers who write music in the model of what we already know and have deemed to be worthwhile. The answer is to look further and to open our ears wider.

         Many of the musicians and musicologists around the world who helped with the preparation of this book spoke to me vehemently about the need for new narratives. From Brazil, from Mexico, from the Philippines, I heard the argument being made repeatedly: start listening to composers whose work sits outside our own spheres of reference. And when we do listen, stop exotifying the differences. Simply by doing it, the composer Muhal Richard Abrams demonstrated the plain and yet somehow controversial truth that as an African American he could write whatever music he pleased. How his music engaged with the African-American experience, or didn’t, was entirely his business. As he put it, ‘we know that there are different types of Black life, and therefore we know that there are different kinds of Black music. Because Black music comes forth from Black life.’

         The Filipino composer José Maceda declared that ‘now is the time to explore other logics and music potentials’, and he acted true to his word. He also asked what classical music has to do with coconuts and rice. The question raises fundamental concerns about how a Western-born culture has spread from Europe to articulate lived experience around the world. There are many ways of answering it. Each composer in this book provides his or her own response, as varied as human voices will be. Several of them could also appear in histories of jazz, improvisation, electronic or folk 7music, which might explain why they get ignored from multiple angles. But overlaps are the messy, fertile stuff of real life. They cross-filter and cultivate.

         Writing at the dawn of the twentieth century, the Scottish naturalist John Muir said that ‘when we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe’. Even for those artists who seemingly worked alone, Muir’s statement rings true. Portrayals of the Soviet composer Galina Ustvolskaya, for example, have tended to suggest that she belonged entirely to her own creative universe, that she rotated on her own axis of invention, that she navigated her orbit according to no man, woman or state. But Ustvolskaya had her influences like anyone. The sinewy weave of her melodies is a feature of medieval Russian singing. In deep spirituality and rigorous polyphony she learned from her hero, Johann Sebastian Bach. With the Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky she shared a knack for monolithic rhythm and dark drama, and Igor Stravinsky, too, went in for strange rituals and obsessive repetitions. In sardonicism she surely took cues from her teacher, Dmitri Shostakovich. The French proto-minimalist Erik Satie pre-empted her capacity to hold the world still, and the music of Claude Debussy also makes us feel, physically feel, the images he conjures in sound. My point is this: recognising that Ustvolskaya was part of an artistic constellation does not diminish her originality. Maybe it makes her less easy to dismiss as ‘other’.

         Here is another myth I come up against a lot. It’s to do with the casual, inflated and unquestioning rhetoric around ‘greatness’ and ‘genius’. I’m guilty of it myself. These words are the hooks on which cultural histories get told and concert tickets get sold. They are words that are almost always attached to men who enjoy institutional privilege during their lifetimes and are enshrined by an industry of publishers and record labels with direct commercial 8interests in sustaining them. It is a lucrative myth to fuel, but a dangerous one. Genius is what puts a gulf between us (ordinary folk) and them (superhuman artists). It’s what supports a permissive culture of lionising and entitlement, and denies the role of collective endeavour in favour of the romanticised lone wolf. The sooner we stop loading the onus onto the shoulders of designated star individuals, the more pluralistic, interesting and realistic the story becomes. Maybe the ethos of folk music did filter into my foundations after all.

         There are ten stories in this book. Ten beautifully confounding, brave, outrageous, original and charismatic composers. I hope that each provides a gateway to exploring more music from their time and place. I hope that together they prove the marvels that exist in the margins and the overlaps. I’m not interested in making new heroes, or trying to puff up new hagiographies or invent new canons. I deliberately embraced the antagonistic and awkward characters – here’s looking at you, Julián Carrillo, Walter Smetak, Galina Ustvolskaya et al. – whose cranky creativity complicates the picture nicely. You will find no single trajectory or grand chronology between these pages. That way lies exclusivity and omission, an inevitable weighing up of who’s in and who’s out. These composers aren’t alternatives to any others, because the word ‘alternative’ suggests an incontrovertible core. They seek to replace nobody, but they deserve to be heard. And this is only the beginning. There are hundreds of others I could have written about. Seek them out, too, just as soon as you’ve finished reading.

         In the twentieth century, intrepid minds across the planet harnessed the sounds of modern life. They made work out of noise, clatter, social change, new technologies, war, peace, protest, spirituality, science, their own bodies and dauntless cultural and countercultural movements. All of the composers I’ve written 9about contributed (and are still contributing, in some cases) bold creative statements against a backdrop of seismic social and geopolitical change. They variously let in the dirt and absurdity, the clangour, hope, isolation and love. They tackled taboos around gender and racial self-determination, collective empowerment and deep solitude. They channelled their own faiths and deep traumas. They grappled with that age-old tug between work and motherhood – a tug that happened to become especially pertinent to me during later stages of writing. They sounded environmental calls to arms and put us in touch with our own softest vulnerabilities.

         And the resulting soundtrack? A catalogue of human endurance, depth and daring. Turn it up loud.10
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            JULIÁN CARRILLO 
(1875–1965)

            
        Mexico’s microtonal wars and the thirteenth sound revolution
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         1924. A war over microtonality was raging across the pages of Mexico’s national newspapers. A decade of armed revolution had subsided and a period of ardent nation-building was under way. What the new Mexico would sound like was still to play for.

         The immediate furore burning up the column inches of El Universal had to do with the specifics of the Western chromatic scale. Imagine the space between keys on a regular piano. If that space, usually a semitone, is split in half, then half again, then half again, the results narrow into quarter, eighth and sixteenth tones. An octave might be split in umpteen other ways, leading to subdivisions of thirds, fifths, sevenths of a tone – and so on. Musically, philosophically, spiritually, the pursuit of smaller intervals at the dawn of the twentieth century posed fundamental questions for composers around the globe. What were the cultural, psychological, expressive, even moral implications of warping what had been the bedrock of Western art music for the past two centuries? Crucially for some with skin in the game: who had got there first?

         Rebel theorists on various continents were busy prising their way between semitones. The American Thaddeus Cahill began investigating the microtonal power of an electronic organ as early as the 1890s, splitting the octave into thirty-six parts using a protosynthesiser which he called the Telharmonium. In Italy, Ferruccio Busoni concluded in his influential Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (1907) that standard tuning had reached a dead end. Alois Hába did similarly in (the then) Czechoslovakia, while Ivan Wyschnegradsky, a Russian émigré in Paris, wrote his first quarter-tone composition 14in 1918. A Soviet student named Georgy Rimsky-Korsakov extended the Technicolor reach of his famous composer grandfather, Nikolai, by founding the Quarter-Tone Circle of Leningrad. Arseny Avraamov, an impassioned chap prone to clambering up telegraph poles to conduct symphonies of fog horns, decided that the only solution was to burn all pianos and start again.

         And so it went on. In the United States, Charles Ives pursued quarter tones with an early instinct that opened doors for the likes of Harry Partch, Lou Harrison, Ben Johnston, James Tenney – and, by extension, our own Éliane Radigue. In the Netherlands, the physicist Adriaan Fokker, once a junior colleague of Albert Einstein, invented a thirty-one-tone organ. In California, Mildred Couper wrote a ballet called Xanadu for a couple of pianos, one tuned a quarter-tone up. The Hungarian György Ligeti would repeat the trick in the 1960s in his diaphanous string work Ramifications. Few of the microtonal mavericks I have just mentioned were in pursuit of brute dissonance alone. For many, the aim was to break down the dichotomy of consonance and dissonance altogether – to find a more variegated gradation of ‘sonances’, as Arnold Schoenberg wrote about in his 1911 theory book Harmonielehre. Avraamov commissioned a forty-eight-tone harmonium so he could play Russian folk tunes in two parts and make the music sound ‘as it might genuinely have been sung by real people’.

         Back to that 1924 Mexico City fracas. In one corner was the Grupo de los 9 (the Group of the Nine), a bunch of self-styled intellectuals who slung their arguments in print using increasingly uproarious rhetoric. In the other corner was the disruptive theoretician who had sparked the debate in the first place. A violinist, composer, instrument inventor and unbiddable polemicist called Julián Carrillo. The previous year, 1923, Carrillo had published an incendiary article he titled Teoría del Sonido 13. His ‘Theory of 15the Thirteenth Sound’ would, he declared, uproot and seismically revolutionise the entire musical world. Carrillo did not lack ambition, or talent, or cheek. But what was his theory, exactly?

         Sonido 13 was no specific note, no identifiable interval, no pindownable tone. At its simplest, Carrillo’s thirteenth sound revolution foresaw a musical future built in intervals smaller than a semitone. He was certain that the twelve-tone scale – the octave divided into twelve equally tuned semitones – had reached its limit. With that he joined the ranks of avant-gardists in Vienna, St Petersburg, Prague and New York, all arguing that the inevitable direction of musical travel in the twentieth century was to break through chromaticism and embrace the notes between notes. New intervallic systems would, these microtonal vanguards believed, free the ear, the mind and the heart from our learned emotional responses to conventional harmony. Listeners would instead be able to access fresh responses that were visceral, unfiltered and futuristic.

         Over the many decades of his long life, Carrillo’s theorising took on a scope far greater than the logistical splitting apart of octaves. Sonido 13 was an umbrella concept, a rhetorical provocation, a physical conjecture and a metaphysical whimsy. For some listeners it became a portal to the divine or to some far-out corner of the cosmos. One of its beauties was its conceptual breadth – or detractors might say its vagueness – which was simultaneously what enraged the Grupo de los 9 and what allowed Carrillo’s notion to mean so many things to so many interpreters, including to Carrillo himself. He wrote about his work prolifically, always in a tone of defiant and extravagant certainty, but it would take him until 1957 to settle his system in a treatise to which he gave the tantalisingly mystical title El infinito en las escalas y los acordes (The Infinite in Scales and Chords). 

         The man himself was an unlikely harbinger of such quasi-spiritual communion. Staunch and stocky, with bright-shining 16eyes and a thick shock of hair, Carrillo was a confounding mix of absolutist, traditionalist, visionary and shameless revisionist. He was an obsessive worker who woke daily at 5 a.m. and produced book after pamphlet extolling his latest breakthroughs. He penned and re-penned his own mythology to suit his latest polemics and simply made up facts if they might add gravitas to his required argument. Adamant that he was the very first of all the twentieth-century microtonalists, he backdated the origin story of Sonido 13 to 1895, which he claimed (with no evidence) was the year he first subdivided the strings of a violin with a pocketknife. Maybe it was, but he neglected to mention it to anyone it until nearly thirty years later.

         Never shy of an intellectual brouhaha, Carrillo had a habit of issuing blazing declarations that he would later diametrically contradict. Substantiation was secondary to rhetorical chutzpah. Here, for example, is a passage from a treatise called Sinfonía y ópera (1909), classic Carrillo in its rollicking use of capital letters.

         
            Assuming – and this is no small assumption – that symphony composers and opera composers are equally good musicians, OPERA MUSIC WILL ALWAYS BE INFERIOR TO THE SYMPHONY because it has to follow the requirements of a plot, while the symphony is ENTIRELY FREE.

         

         (Carrillo also claimed, ‘THERE IS NO symphonist who has tried to write an opera and has not succeeded’, while declaring there are plenty of opera composers who have failed at symphonies. On the latter, he had a point. On the former, I can think of quite a few.)

         So. Why am I telling you about Carrillo? Why devote precious space in this collection of twentieth-century pioneers to an antagonistic kook, a chronic fact-fudger? There are two main reasons. 17First, despite his outlandish posturing and cranky bark, Carrillo produced a body of ear-bending, hypnotically visionary music whose daring deserves to be heard. I Think of You from 1928: one of his fledgling microtonal works, a Tennyson setting for voice and mixed instruments. It spins a glassy, glistening spell. The Sixth String Quartet from 1937: burly and capricious, a rugged, intrepid piece of string writing. Horizontes (Horizons) from 1947: scored for quarter-tone violin, eighth-tone cello, sixteenth-tone harp and a standard-tuned symphony orchestra. It is like a mirage, a bizarre concoction of romantic elegy and heightened orchestral tone poem, with virtuosic microtonal cadenzas that skew the familiar into the uncanny fantastical. These works and others are astonishing and forceful. They intoxicate. They are like nothing else.

         My second reason for writing about Carrillo is that he lived an extraordinary life against prevailing political winds that always seemed to be blowing in the opposite direction. He was sidelined from official versions of Mexico’s musical history because he never quite fit the mould. He refused to conform to any folk-essentialist nationalism at a time when that was really the only option going if you were an artist who wanted to get ahead. He refused to tap his own indigenous roots to make a marketably exotic version of ‘Mexican composer’ that would sell in Europe, in the USA and at home. Instead, he pursued his own line of strange scientific ratios with such limitless zeal that the results transcend even his own garish rhetoric to inhabit a remote, almost mystical realm. Carrillo was an awkward innovator, a problematic vanguard, a stubborn renegade. While it is always easier to quietly ignore such inconvenient misfits, his case reminds us why it is worth looking beyond the state-sanctioned stories to find the forgotten true originals.

         • • •

         18Julián Antonio Carrillo Trujillo was born on 28 January 1875, the youngest of an indigenous Mexican family of nineteen children. His father was Nabor Carrillo, his mother was Antonia Trujillo. He grew up in a village called Ahualulco, and in an example of how passionately some people would be persuaded to jump on the Sonido 13 cult bandwagon, his home village would briefly change its official name to Ahualulco del Sonido 13 from 1932 to 1944, after which it reverted back to plain old Ahualulco. (Nowadays both names seem to be in usage – a hint, perhaps, of the contradictory and opportunistic co-opting of Carrillo’s legacy.)

         As a boy, Carrillo sang and played the organ in the local church. His parents didn’t have enough money for him to finish primary school, so at the age of ten when he began taking music lessons in the nearest city, twenty-four miles away in San Luis Potosí, he often boarded with his teacher to save the cost of the return journey. He studied violin, flute and kettle drums, and wrote dances for his teacher’s orchestra to perform at local celebrations. Music was already a way up for young Julián. A way out, a way in.

         Carrillo from Ahualulco was determined to be taken seriously. He moved to Mexico City to study at the National Conservatory where his flash violin playing won the attention of government officials, who offered him a state scholarship to study abroad. On the eve of the new century, he sailed for Europe. His destination was France, but on arrival he was told he was already too old (an elderly twenty-four!) to enrol at the famous Paris Conservatoire, so he rerouted to Leipzig. Over the next few years he studied composition and occasionally played violin with the famous orchestra of the Leipzig Gewandhaus. In his own accounts he would boast that he had been a regular member of that illustrious ensemble – in some versions he was even the orchestra’s leader, which does make for a better story.19

         Carrillo wrote a symphony while he was in Leipzig. Later, he would claim it was the first symphony ever written by any composer from the Americas, which it wasn’t, but his Symphony no. 1 was nonetheless an impressive statement from a composer still finding his voice. It opens in broad D major: an overture, a sunrise, an intake of breath. From here Carrillo strides ahead into the day, sweeping aside whole thickets of musical arcana, doffing his cap at heroes along the way. Here is Brahms in the yearning warmth of the strings and the hulking metric swagger; here is Liszt in the questing winds; here’s Mendelssohn in the restless inner voices, Wagner in the bloated cadences and Richard Strauss in the tone-poetic heroism of the solo violin and horn. This was Carrillo’s graduation piece, premiered in a student concert in 1902, and it’s as though he wanted to pay loquacious credit to all his teachers, dead and alive.

         But this was also the same Carrillo who was deeply committed to what he considered to be the inevitable march of musical evolution. The symphony ends with strings whipping themselves into an overwrought tangle. Cymbals crash, heavy brass lumbers around diminished chords, and the work reaches a thematic catharsis to arrive back at a slab of emphatic D major. Carrillo was taking stock, forming a detailed itinerary of all the ingredients of Austro-Germanic musical language. And he was already much too fiery to let anything sound merely procedural.

         The Carrillo scholar Alejandro L. Madrid makes an argument whose sense will recur through this book. He writes that composers from the periphery have a certain freedom from the politics of entrenched musical factions. This point applies to the electronic music pioneer Else Marie Pade, for example, who was able to straddle the opposing schools of Pierre Schaeffer’s musique concrète in France and Karlheinz Stockhausen’s elektronische Musik in Germany – because as a Dane and a woman she was doubly sidelined, 20and so (arguably) doubly free. Composers of the periphery could, writes Madrid, ‘embrace both camps’ and incorporate cultural references of their own. When it comes to Carrillo’s Symphony no. 1, Madrid suggests it ‘is not an imitation of Brahms or Mendelssohn but rather an example of how he [Carrillo] heard, interpreted, and processed sonic Leipzig’.

         I wonder what would have happened if the Paris Conservatoire had waived its age limit. Would Carrillo’s sonic bricolage have been built out of French influences? Later, he did go to Belgium with the intention of studying violin with the famous virtuoso Eugène Ysaÿe (instead he landed with one of Ysaÿe’s students, Albert Zimmer) but I suspect his passion for furthering a Germanic musical legacy, his belief that he was an heir to both Brahms and Wagner, was more innate than circumstantial. Carrillo was a swashbuckling rationalist. His temper was wild but his mind always searched for pattern. It was deduction, logic, a sense of ineluctable progress, that led him to Sonido 13.

         Carrillo returned home from Europe in 1904 with a symphony, an opera (Ossián), a string quartet and a clutch of other chamber works under his belt. He now had some clout in the eyes of the Mexican establishment thanks to his prestigious stint overseas, but he was also tainted by it. For the rest of his life he would struggle to shake the accusation that he was a musical clone of European composers. There is an irony here, given that plenty of his contemporary Mexican composers were also heavily influenced by Europe – only, theirs tended to be French Europe while Carrillo’s was German. Writing in the newspaper El Tiempo, his former teacher Melesio Morales mocked Carrillo’s Symphony no. 1 in a review shot through with reductive nationalism. ‘When composing in the German style,’ Morales sniffs, ‘the Mexican maestro involuntarily discovers that the pronunciation and the accent of the language 21itself are as unfamiliar to him as they are to his fellow Mexicans. It is music they can neither taste nor enjoy.’

         This review was published in 1905, five years before the onset of revolution. The warning shot was already clear. Authentic Mexican music must break with the signifiers of past regimes. It must taste of the soil, whatever soil tastes like. Ruth Crawford would find herself faced with the same earthy prerogatives in the Depression-era United States. Not for the last time, Carrillo found himself on the wrong side of political fashion.

         Still, he got to enjoy a few years as a major player in Mexican classical music. Not yet thirty, he was now professor at the National Conservatory and founder of his own Beethoven Orchestra and Quartet. As nationalist passions rose, he wrote a Canto a la bandera (Flag Anthem) which is still sung to this day, and a bulky patriotic opera, Matilde, about the forbidden love between a Mexican revolutionary and the daughter of a Spanish captain. The opera was due to be unveiled in 1910, a hundred years after the onset of Mexico’s war of independence, and the premiere would have made Carrillo a cultural luminary. But it never happened. The political atmosphere in Mexico was starting to boil, the premiere was cancelled, and a whole century would pass before the opera was heard, its score unearthed from archives and stitched together for its first performance in 2010.

         The Mexican Revolution broke out in 1910. Armed conflict erupted in the north of the country, inflamed by a power struggle among the elites and a dearth of basic living conditions among the agrarian poor. The long-time corrupt presidency of Porfirio Díaz was ousted and fair elections were held in 1911. Two years later, a US-backed coup deposed the new revolutionary leaders and installed the unpopular Victoriano Huerta. Naive political mover that he was, Carrillo accepted the directorship of the National 22Conservatory under Huerta’s short-lived regime, and a year later, when Huerta was out and a new unstable coalition was in, the composer fled the country.

         For the ensuing civil war and its aftermath, Carrillo decamped to New York for what would be the first of several retreats north of the border. Depending on the decade, those periods of self-exile had various triggers. Sometimes he went to escape his own inconvenient politics; other times he was led by musical ambition, convinced that New York was home to audiences who were culturally sophisticated enough to fully appreciate the genius of his work. He did win the ear of Leopold Stokowski, a conductor with enormous commissioning power, but Carrillo’s New York years never amounted to the international breakthrough he was always sure was just around the corner.

         In the early 1920s, driven home by lack of funds, Carrillo returned to a very different Mexico than the one he had left. The country was newly peaceful, with a freshly drafted constitution and a chain of revolutionary generals who would remain in power for the next several decades. As well as American influence, the regime was looking to the USSR. Murals of Trotsky and Lenin started appearing on the sides of municipal buildings, and a painter called Diego Rivera was employed to emblazon great colourful frescoes in honour of the nation’s revolutionary heroes. The Minister of Education announced that artists must play their part in Mexico’s ‘spiritual union’ and ‘national resurgence’.

         Carrillo did at least recognise the atmosphere of avid radical rhetoric. He announced his big theory in terms he thought would chime with the times: the Revolución del Sonido 13. Around this musical revolution he built his own propaganda magazine (El Sonido 13), his own evangelistic disciples who made promotional tours of the Mexican countryside, even his own mass infrastructural plans. 23He dreamed of constructing a Sonido 13 factory in Ahualulco and a dam to provide it with energy. He foresaw a Sonido 13 school in Mexico City. His own sonic insurgency was coming. He felt sure of it.

         • • •

         About Sonido 13, Carrillo modestly declared:

         
            WE ARE ON THE VERGE OF WITNESSING THE MOST TRANSCENDENTAL EVENT PRODUCED IN MUSICAL TECHNIQUE NOT ONLY SINCE THE RENAISSANCE OR THE MIDDLE AGES BUT ALSO SINCE THE TIMES BEFORE JESUS CHRIST.

         

         The Grupo de los 9 begged to differ. They fumed at Carrillo’s grandiloquence. Rather fond of capital letters themselves, they descended into personal insults. Each side denounced the other as too stupid or too obstinate to understand the basic terms of the argument. The pianist Luis A. Delgadillo, a member of the Grupo, declared that Carrillo was ‘IMPOTENT TO CONTINUE THE POLEMIC WITHIN THE CONFINES OF STRICT SCIENTIFIC RIGOUR’. Carrillo decided that his detractors were simply not ready to recognise the magnitude of his ideas. One of his students (opting not for capitals but for the subtler exclamation mark) decried the ‘Byzantine’ attitude of the ‘dilettanti who by questioning what they do not understand get at least to see their names in print!’ Insults were flung across the pages of El Universal through the summer and early autumn of 1924.

         Eventually, the Grupo called for cards on the table and demanded that Carrillo ‘PROVE’ his theories ‘with facts and decent reasons for 24the benefit of his reputation and the dignity of Mexican musicians.’ Carrillo gave a lecture on 13 September. (Of course! Thirteen was his favourite number; he often scheduled public appointments for the thirteenth day of the month, and he even moved into a house whose street number was thirteen – incidentally, it was 13 Berlin Street, which was doubly apt given his passion for Germanic culture.) The Grupo considered the content of Carrillo’s 13 September lecture too vague and inconclusive, so they posed a list of thirteen questions to which Carrillo did not respond, not directly, not straight away. The Grupo triumphantly held a public conference at which they sarcastically addressed the questions themselves. Carrillo scoffed that he had been deliberately misrepresented, and so it went on.

         What Carrillo did do in response to the Grupo’s challenge was to write his first microtonal piece. Preludio a Colón was Carrillo’s debut microtonal manifesto in sound, an arresting, extraordinary catalogue of possibility. Scored for soprano, flute, two violins, viola, cello, sixteenth-tone harp and quarter-tone guitar, the piece opens with upward surges from the lower strings. The sound is humid, hushed, some kind of dank incantation. A spindly violin slithers downward until the instruments meet in the middle. A harp – one of Carrillo’s specially built sixteenth-tone square constructions, more oversized zither than pedal harp – joins up with a flute to play what sounds like a strand of Gabriel Fauré distorted through heat haze. Then comes the soprano singing a wordless vocalise, a smoke curlicue wrapped around a single tone. The gentle weave of voice and instruments is interrupted by an emphatic lament; now the lines jump between octaves, every leap showing off the microtones in new sharp relief. The music keeps coming back to a central pitch, a lighthouse in the fog. At the work’s climax, the soprano soars above the ensemble, her voice outlining an octave while the 25instruments snake and shimmy in the microtonal mists. Carrillo couldn’t help nudging around the outline of tonal chords, so there is an uncanny sense of familiar objects heard through some drowsy miasma. The close intervals feel clammy, but they also have the effect of making the octaves shine luminously bright.

         Performed on 13 November (naturally) in a concert hosted by El Universal, Preludio a Colón was written as a theoretical showcase, Carrillo’s last-ditch attempt to win the spat with the Grupo de los 9 that had spiralled out of control and would never be resolved. But its impact goes far deeper than any polemical trump card. Looking back from a distance of a century, the contemporary vocalist Carmina Escobar, who has sung the piece multiple times with the Mexican new music ensemble Liminar, told me she thinks of the Preludio as a pop song. Escobar has learned to embody those filmy, slow-shifting microtones. ‘Very melodic,’ she said. ‘Very natural, very seductive, just inhabiting a different scale. Once you get the hang of it, it starts to become this amazing otherworldly thing.’

         One further and possibly awkward point about the Preludio. Its dedicatee is Cristóbal Colón. Why would Carrillo, an indigenous composer intent on carving out a place for himself in post-revolutionary Mexico, write this invocation in honour of Christopher Columbus? The answer goes to the heart of the out-of-step cultural allegiances that got Carrillo into trouble for most of his life. His own views were uncomfortably dismissive when it came to the position of contemporary indigenous Latin Americans, whose culture he considered to have been greatly improved by colonialism. Although his own ethnic roots were Indian, he claimed that his creative lineage belonged to Europe – and that was one of the many reasons why certain of his peers refused to recognise his work as sufficiently ‘Mexican’ at a time when ‘Mexican’ required an overtly nationalist, pseudo-indigenous agenda. Although Carrillo’s 26heritage was arguably the more ‘authentic’, his detractors flagrantly appropriated indigenous sounds in order to promote their identity at home and abroad. Authenticity is a slippery and susceptible commodity.

         Alejandro Madrid agrees that unpicking this is ‘a tricky business’. Carrillo genuinely admired Columbus. He saw himself as an indigenous person who could climb the social ladder in the manner of Mexico’s first indigenous president, Benito Juárez, who governed in the mid-nineteenth century. ‘Juárez didn’t really fight for indigenous rights at all,’ Madrid explains to me:

         
            He was a complete integrationist. So was Carrillo. He wanted to be an icon of how an indigenous person could transcend his roots and assimilate. He felt the arrival of Columbus meant indigenous people would finally be part of a great civilised culture. He made a parallel: Columbus integrated indigenous people into the project of European modernity, and he, Carrillo, an indigenous person himself, would advance the future of modern European music.

         

         Maybe Carrillo did initially sense, consciously or otherwise, that he had to appeal to the Western canon in order to be taken seriously on an international stage. Maybe that was a direct result of the kind of cultural imperialism that triggered me to write this book in the first place. What’s striking is how his eventual shift away from such thinking represents the broader aural journey we can all take if we open our ears beyond that canon. The Preludio, for me, does not sing of the subjugation of land and peoples. I hear it as a liquid lament; a queasy, uneasy elegy whose European harmonic framework is infiltrated by glistening dissent. I could go as far as interpreting the Preludio as a threnody for lost cultures, for 27all victims of barbarism, even if Carrillo did not intend it as such. Maybe, sidestepping the problem, it is simply enough to hear it as a beguiling confluence of sounds.

         As Sonido 13 developed, the theory did become increasingly removed from its European lineage. Eventually Carrillo arrived at a system that rejected tones and semitones altogether – Sonido 13 would create a world of its own, hermetically sealed, complete. In that regard, Carrillo offered a peculiar but uniquely Mexican contribution to musical history. As nationalist statements go it was admittedly an obscure one, but Carrillo felt his patriotism keenly. ‘Humanity is indebted to Mexico,’ he declared, ‘for discovering tones 13 to 96 in the nineteenth century, and tones 97 to infinity in the twentieth.’

         • • •

         There was, meanwhile, another avant-garde provocateur of Mexican new music who did not quite fit the mould. Another renegade composer-violinist who could unleash cutting parodic takedowns of the conservative status quo. His name was Silvestre Revueltas (1899–1940), and his story provides an intriguing point of triangulation to Carrillo’s cultural context.

         Here is Revueltas’s own account of his formative years. ‘I send you some facts about myself that you can arrange as you please,’ he told the conductor Nicolas Slonimsky. ‘You can invent whatever you wish if necessary.’

         
            I was born somewhere in the State of Durango (Mexico). I do not think I was a child Prodigy (which is very unfortunate) but I understand that I showed some inclination for music, quite early, as the result of which I became a professional musician 28later on. Contributors to this were some teachers of mine from whom I fortunately did not learn too much. I guess due to a bad habit of independence.

            I play the violin and I have given recitals all over the country and in the city of Mexico, but I found of no interest posing as a ‘Virtuoso’, so I have devoted myself to composition and conducting. (Perhaps a better pose (?).)

            I like all kinds of music. I can even stand some of the classics, and some of my works, but I prefer the music of the people of ranchos and villages of my country. I get my teaching from them.

         

         Revueltas left out a few key details. He was born on the last day of the nineteenth century into a humble family just south of the Mexico–United States border. That makes him twenty-five years younger than Carrillo, though he died twenty-five years earlier. His family was poor but had no lack of political drive or creative ambition. His brother José became a writer, his sister Rosaura became an actress and dancer, his brother Fermín and sister Consuelo both became painters. (Fermín was particularly active in an important left-wing art movement called Stridentism.) It was music that drove young Silvestre, and he travelled south to study at the National Conservatory in Mexico City then north to Austin and Chicago in the United States.

         In 1924, the year of the Thirteenth Sound Polemic in El Universal, Revueltas was in Chicago, earning a living as a violinist and conductor of silent-film orchestras. He was also cultivating a taste for alcohol in the city’s speakeasies. He married a woman named Jule and together they had a daughter, Carmen. He read the swirling French poetry of Frédéric Mistral and Paul Verlaine. In the mid-1920s, he made trips home to Mexico armed with the new music he was discovering in the United States – in 1925 he teamed up with 29Carlos Chávez, a doctrinaire young pianist-composer, to play fresh works emerging from France by Erik Satie, Igor Stravinsky and Francis Poulenc. Chávez, who was rapidly becoming an architect of the new Mexican cultural movement, later convinced Revueltas to come home permanently and conduct the orchestra at the National Conservatory. Chávez recognised this was no time for the nation to lose one of its most brilliant musical talents to its cultural juggernaut of a northern neighbour.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Revueltas became politicised during his years in Chicago. Working in cinemas through the advent of new analogue sound technologies – the Vitaphone, the Movietone – he witnessed the desperation of working musicians when silent-film orchestras fell, well, silent. By 1927, 1,500 musicians in Chicago alone had lost their theatre jobs. Back home, having left Jule and Carmen in Chicago, he consolidated his ideology. The impact of the American Great Depression was spreading south and in Mexico the political agenda was lurching to the left. In the early 1930s, the ruling Partido Nacional 30Revolucionario issued an ominous decree that ‘foreign music whose morbid character depresses the spirit of our people must be eliminated absolutely.’ Chávez jumped on the bandwagon touting ‘the fruit of true Mexican tradition’.

         The music Chávez wrote tended to be bright-coloured, brazen and thickset. Some of it is powerful – particularly the works dating from before he drank the nationalist elixir. After that, he started co-opting indigenous references to satisfy the party line that modern Mexico was an egalitarian state whose many cultures all coexisted in a happy mestizo melange. Chávez was friends with Aaron Copland in the United States. The two composers wrote to each other about their shared mission to create national musics that were unpolluted by outside influence. ‘I am through with Europe, Carlos,’ wrote Copland, dreaming of a wholesome American sound. ‘I believe as you do, that our salvation must come from ourselves.’ Chávez’s Second Symphony (1936) bears the subtitle Sinfonía india. It pulsates to the rhythms of claves, grijutian, guiros and maracas, and quotes melodies from Yaqui, Seri and Huichol peoples. It is a sonic pamphlet for assimilation.

         The contemporary Mexican composer Juan Sebastián Lach Lau explained the politics of the Chávez sound to me like this.

         
            What he was doing with his Sinfonía india was appropriating an imaginary Indian culture, lapping up the mestizo ideology of the Mexican government and the Mexican school of painting of Diego Rivera. Whereas, in fact, what the project of assimilation did was to delete indigenous cultures, forcing them to give up their languages and practices. It was about presenting an idealised version of the indigenous past, which covers up for real oppression of the present.

         

         31And that, Lach stresses, is something that continues to this day.

         The difference between Revueltas and Chávez was subtle but profound. On the surface, the rugged energy and street songs that Revueltas integrated into his music did indeed fit the fervour for a ‘true’ Mexican sound. He fooled the likes of Copland, who described him as ‘highly spiced, like Mexican food itself’ – as being ‘like a modern painter who throws marvellous daubs of colour on canvas that practically take your eye out, but don’t add up’. In fact, those elements that ‘don’t add up’ are exactly the point. Revueltas revelled in unassimilated cacophony. He wrote satirical pieces juxtaposing pastiches of classic Chávez primitivism with musical derivations of that most universally recognisable Mexican insult: Chinga tu madre (Go fuck your mother). Within Revueltas’s music, the scholar Roberto Kolb Neuhaus has identified more than twenty variations on the phrase.

         By the 1930s, Revueltas was committed to representing the poor in his music. Street people, fishermen, factory workers, market sellers. The marginalised, the powerless. He refused to look to the past, increasingly interested in an un-airbrushed present that told the lives of real people verbatim. As Kolb puts it, his music is ‘a bold collage that deconstructs folklorist nationalism as well as all rules of teleological modernism, proposing an avant-garde poetics of openness’. Take a piece like Esquinas (Street Corners), written in 1931. Jagged, thuggish, it is the music of cries, cusses, cacophony, the suffering of beggars, the barrage of hawkers. Revueltas said it depicts ‘the internal traffic of the souls’ whom he saw in doorways and gutters. This is no picturesque gloss. There is no romanticised image of any authentic, rugged spirit in his subjects. There are no pretty folk songs. The music is rough, tough and noisy. We hear the cries, the pain and the obscenities. Revueltas was coined ‘the Mexican Bartók’ – and yes, like the Hungarian composer Béla Bartók, he 32integrated vernacular elements without smoothing off the edges, without drawing any hierarchy between street and concert hall. It is what José Maceda would do in his works of amassed participation. It is perhaps what Ruth Crawford would have done, too, had she lived long enough to try.

         In 1937, Revueltas travelled to Europe to fight for the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War. When he got home, he wrote his most famous piece, a ferocious work called Sensemayá after a poem by the Cuban writer Nicolás Guillén. The two had first met through the League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists (LEAR) and had bumped into each other again in Spain at the Second International Congress of Antifascist Writers. Guillén’s poem depicts a snake and a hunter in the jungle: the oppressed and the oppressor, the enslaved and the slaver. Revueltas takes up that allegorical violence in his music. An animal hisses, writhing for its life. This is a ritual killing and we hear the heat and the brutality, the furious battle for survival. It is a ceremony of dark, taut seduction. The music has a dangerous energy in its hulking brass and deadpan percussion. There is a captivating swagger in the way the triplets jut against that unwavering march rhythm. The trumpets are shrill, the basses growl in a hard-swung dance of death. Nobody has made an orchestra sound more psychedelically variegated.

         Sensemayá is the most celebrated score that Revueltas produced, and somehow it summons the tragic volatility of his own short life. He succumbed to his bleak demons and died of alcohol-induced pneumonia on 5 October 1940, the same day that his ballet El Renacuajo Paseador (The Tripping Tadpole) was premiered in Mexico City. He was two months shy of his forty-first birthday. The Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, heartbroken at the news, wrote that the composer had entered ‘his fullest music in his sonorous 33silence’. It is a powerful paradox, but the memory of Revueltas should not be held in any hush. His gritty, abrasive, rebellious sound manifestos rage on.

         • • •

         I find it intriguing to think about Revueltas and Carrillo, this pair of concurrent outlaws, each in his own way bypassing Mexico’s prescribed cultural politics of the 1930s. They both defied their nation’s central narrative at their own risk and on their own terms, both resisted the dogma around what music must sound like in order to count as sufficiently ‘authentic’. Of the two of them, Revueltas negotiated the game more adeptly – because, despite his knack for biting irony, his music could at least be mistaken for contributing to the national project. Carrillo, on the other hand, doggedly refused to play ball.

         Carrillo was not a flexible man, though he would readily U-turn on his own diktats when it suited him. He could not be dissuaded from his microtonal mission, and continued to hone his theories, arguing that musical history is a logical progression from monophony (single-line music) to tonality to atonality and beyond. For him, the next step was to split semitones into incrementally tinier intervals, which he was sure the human ear was capable of recognising. At the outset of his Sonido 13 revolution, Carrillo clung to equal temperament – the system developed in the early eighteenth century that divided the octave into twelve equal parts. The appeal of equal temperament for the likes of Johann Sebastian Bach was stability, flexibility, universality: because the distance between each semitone on a keyboard was now regulated, any melody could be transposed to any degree of the scale. (Think of the forty-eight preludes and fugues of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, starting on 34every white and black note, an inventory designed to show off a new tuning system.)

         At first, Carrillo considered equal temperament to be one of humanity’s greatest achievements, of which his system of subdivisions was simply a logical progression. Later, he diametrically reversed that conviction, deciding instead that equal temperament was an abomination that straitjacketed the laws of natural harmonics. Eventually, using language with disconcerting overtones of eugenics, he said he wanted to cleanse, re-purify and emotionally surpass equal temperament. His system turned out not to be about reinventing anything, but restoring our fundamental concept of natural consonance. He called his final book, a 600-page bumper edition published posthumously in 1976, Universal Errors in Music and Physics.

         • • •

         Among Carrillo’s most concrete contributions were instruments. He invented microtonal oboes, horns, harps, a weird string bass contraption called the octavino. He built a set of fifteen microtonal pianos, which are today housed at the Carrillo archive in San Luis Potosí. Other models of the pianos, made by the Carl Sauter piano company in Germany using Carrillo’s original designs, are scattered around the world in various states of playability and decay.

         In 1958, Carrillo unveiled his gaggle of close-tuned keyboards with the billing of a prize circus act:

         
            Les Pianos Carrillo. Pianos ‘metamorphosés’. Unique au monde. Rendant divers tons chacun. Des sons jamais entendu!(The Carrillo Pianos. Metamorphoser pianos. Unique in the world. They each make a different tone. Sounds never heard before!)

         

         35He had been invited to contribute to the 1958 World Fair in Brussels by Jean-Étienne Marie, a French composer who was himself keen on wonky tunings. Carrillo’s pianos metamorfoseadores looked on the surface like any ordinary pianos: only when they were played did the difference became apparent. The space between the keys was not half a tone as usual but ranged from a third of a tone to a sixteenth of a tone – the most extreme of them had ninety-seven keys covering a grand distance of one octave. When they arrived in Brussels, the Mexican ambassador intervened to make sure this outsized exhibit was given a suitable display.

         Later the same year, Carrillo travelled to Europe himself to conduct his new Concertino for third-tone piano and orchestra. Jean-Étienne Marie gathered other microtonal vanguards for the occasion. Ivan Wyschnegradsky, Alois Hába, Adriaan Fokker – there they all were, together in a room, the moment captured in a photograph that also included Carrillo’s daughter Dolores and Fokker’s wife Margaretha. Apparently the atmosphere was so thick it could be cut with a knife. Wyschnegradsky and Hába hated each other. When they posed for the camera, neither man would move an inch lest they had to stand any closer. It is baffling to think of the egotism that drives a man’s need to be the lone wolf. Just consider the combined microtonal possibilities had the characters in that single photo recognised their shared mission and even contemplated collaboration.

         After the exhibition, Carrillo’s original pianos were sent to Mexico while copies were donated to institutions around Europe. One of the copies spent time at the famous Schola Cantorum in Paris, then moved to the Conservatoire de Pantin where a young clarinet student named Pascale Criton was becoming hooked on writing music and signed up for lessons with Jean-Étienne Marie. Today, Criton is herself a composer of entrancing microtonal music, and 36she seems delighted when I email her to say I’m curious about the works she wrote for Carrillo piano starting in the 1980s. The next day we speak on the phone. She tells me that the instrument was a game-changer for her. ‘Everyone at the conservatory tried to play something familiar on that piano,’ she recalls. A Chopin waltz, a Beethoven bagatelle, students amusing themselves by transforming familiar pieces into queasy microtonal mishaps. But for Criton, the allure of the Carrillo piano went deeper. She wanted to investigate the sound ‘for itself’, she says. ‘For the closeness. For its other world of possibilities.’

         The piano in Pantin was tuned in sixteenth tones: the one with ninety-seven keys covering the span of an octave. Criton points out something about the instrument that I had not thought of: Carrillo chose to pitch it to the range of the female speaking voice. ‘It’s a soft sound,’ she says. ‘It reminds me of speech, and accordingly the first pieces I wrote for it are very linked to spoken intonation. A kind of intimate, soft-spoken level.’ She sings to me down the phone in a half-whisper, demonstrating the micro-inflections that it would be impossible to evoke using any standard-tuned keyboard. She describes the intervals as ‘dilated’, always expanding or contracting. It makes me think of Annea Lockwood and her quest for sonic intimacy. It makes me think of José Maceda and Emahoy Tsegué -Mariam Guèbru, both of them throwing clock time into flux. Of Éliane Radigue and her search for similarly ‘dilated’ sound within sound.

         That night, Criton sends me a Dropbox folder containing private recordings of a number of pieces that she wrote for that Carrillo piano. Several of these have never been released because she still thinks of them merely as early test pieces. But I am instantly enamoured. In a piece called La forme incontournée, Criton stages a duet between normal piano and sixteenth-tone piano. The dialogue between the instruments is slow and courteous in the manner of 37two people carefully conversing across languages. There is an air of investigation, of moulding to the other’s vowel sounds. Criton’s Mémoires does exactly what its title suggests: it makes a blur of memories, some images ultra-clear, others smudged as though glimpsed through a window that keeps misting up. The strings sound as though they’re being tugged upward as we listen.

         The pianist Sylvaine Billier once told Criton that she became so absorbed in a performance of Mémoires, so completely lost in the sound, that at the end she forgot to come back on stage to accept the applause of the audience. That story strikes me as a beautiful summation of the whole Carrillo contradiction. For all his raging polemics, his music contains an immersive delicacy. He shouted plenty, but it’s his quiet side that taps one’s innermost thoughts.

         • • •

         Alejandro Madrid tells me a fun anecdote that demonstrates Carrillo’s power to skirt the supernatural and spark controversy even from beyond the grave. It happened like this.

         In 1982, seventeen years after Carrillo’s death, a popular Mexican morning TV show called Hoy Mismo invited a group of musicians to give a live performance of Sonido 13 music for sixteenth-tone harp, quarter-tone guitar and flute. After the performance, the host, Guillermo Ochoa, announced that the network had received multiple phone calls from viewers around the country, all of them reporting a very strange phenomenon. Apparently, animals across the nation had gone berserk in response to the microtonal music coming through their television sets. Dogs in Mexico City had howled and danced. Fish in Cuernavaca had attempted suicide against the glass of their aquariums. In Puebla, canaries had battered the walls of their cages then died in ecstasy. The musicians 38found themselves in the unusual position of having to rapidly assure viewers that the music they played presented no lethal side effects.

         What is it about Sonido 13 that so disturbs? I’m not suggesting that the Hoy Mismo performance really did drive all those animals to suicidal rapture, but clearly the show’s producers felt inspired to whip up a spooky storm over a bunch of microtones. It goes right back to the visceral anger of the Grupo de los 9 six decades earlier. There is, doubtless, an air of unnerving paranormality when the familiar is skewed. It’s what gives the uncanny valley, that place on the fringes of human likeness, such disturbing power. Maybe it’s why many of the composers featured in this book haven’t been given due recognition: people get needled, disturbed, even angered, by attempts to tread beyond the familiar. Sonido 13 works like a gateway, a filmic warp screen, a portal to a place where senses become less presumptive and more receptive. It’s that exact unmaking that Nan Shepherd set out across the hills to find.

         Carrillo’s method was nominally scientific, even morally absolute. He was, at least in principle, passionate about balance, order and rational structure. And yet his music has been embraced as whimsy, a search for the stars, even pseudo-occult spirituality. Listeners have heard heavenly zephyrs and New Age mythology, UFOs and mystic Catholicism. In the end, Carrillo came full circle with his own faith. He returned to the church liturgies he had sung in the 1880s in his home village of Ahualulco. His religious resurgence was, typically for him, an unpopular move – post-revolutionary Mexico was no place to be waving the flag of the Catholic Church. But by the 1950s and 1960s, Carrillo couldn’t help but acknowledge that his pursuit of fastidious rationalism had tapped into some kind of broader spirituality. At the age of eighty-six, the now-ailing composer wrote a Latin mass in quarter tones which he dedicated to Pope John XXIII. It is an intensely concentrated piece of devotional writing, scored 39for unaccompanied male voices which intone the Kyrie in creeping, thick-meshed harmonies. Tonal triads slip-slide in and out of focus. It is as though all of musical history is entangled in this verdant plexus, unearthly and as rooted as the trees.

         • • •

         I hold my hands up and admit I am charmed by the zany audacity of Carrillo’s vision, however obnoxious Carrillo himself could be. This is a man who boasted of creating a special piano ‘which will violently advance the extension that music today spans’. He qualified: ‘because instead of only eight so-called octaves, I think it’s possible to increase its extension to twelve. That is, instead of reaching a C of 8,192 vibrations per second, it reaches 131,000 vibrations per second.’ To be clear: what he is suggesting goes way beyond human hearing. It is a ridiculously utopian vision, basically redundant on the grounds of logical aural implausibility. Is Carrillo seriously waiting for the human ear to catch up with him? I wouldn’t put it past him.

         Here is another stunningly ambitious Carrillo proposal.

         He envisioned 1,892 microtonal transpositions made possible within 96 divisions of the octave, plus 392 transpositions based on tones and fractions.

         That equals 2,284 possible transpositions.

         Multiply that by fifteen (the number of his pianos) and you have 34,000 possible transpositions.

         
             

         

         then

         
             

         

         Nine Beethoven symphonies × 34,000 possible transpositions equals 308,430 versions of Beethoven symphonies.40

         
             

         

         308,430 versions of Beethoven symphonies!

         The same man who was criticised by his compatriots for being in thrall to European culture wanted to surpass Beethoven by making 308,430 versions of his symphonies – only nine of which would sound much like the originals at all. The nerve! The dauntless ardour!

         Carrillo never trod a line of obvious nationalism, but the suggestion that his music does not speak of a true Mexican experience is as prescriptively narrow as what we’ll see happening around Walter Smetak in Brazil in the 1960s, where Tropicálistas were hounded for polluting ‘authentic’ folk music with global pop culture. Who can say that the amalgam they made did not ring true to their daily lives? Why was Carlos Chávez permitted to set the sonic agenda of Mexico for so many decades?

         Juan Sebastián Lach Lau tells me that even when he was a student in the 1990s, there were just two choices for a young composer in Mexico City: either sign up to the school of Mario Lavista or to the school of Julio Estrada, the two heavyweights of Mexican composition at the time. Both had been students of Chávez; Lavista was the golden boy, Estrada the rebel who retrospectively identified with Carrillo as an act of dissidence. Lach says that, happily, today’s generation of Mexican composers ‘doesn’t follow this polarising attitude’. I ask why things have changed, and he smiles. ‘Because we don’t care so much about dogma any more,’ he replies. ‘And because the twenty-first century has taught us that there are many versions of history.’

         Happily, there is already a growing interest in the music of Revueltas, though we still need to hear a wider range of it in Europe. Now it’s Carrillo’s turn. For all his extremes, he wrote works of singular and surprising beauty. Most of them remain way too hard to track down. Carmina Escobar considers I Think 41of You to be essential song repertoire for sopranos, but it’s hardly ever sung. At the time of writing, Alejandro Madrid is pushing for Carrillo’s thirteen groundbreaking string quartets to be properly published and recorded for the first time. It’s infuriating that they aren’t readily hearable: they are astounding works.

         Carrillo’s story demonstrates what we lose when a mainstream narrative dominates to the exclusion of creativity that doesn’t fit within neat lines. His lines were not just wobbly. They shook the foundations.

         • • •

         In the United States, another composer was testing out wobbly dissonance as a modern modus operandi – and was cut short thanks to prescribed notions of nation-building and authenticity. And, in her case, womanhood.42
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