

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















CONVERSATIONS WITH


IGOR STRAVINSKY


IGOR STRAVINSKY


and


ROBERT CRAFT









[image: ]

























In the Kingdom of the Father there is no drama  but only dialogue, which is disguised monologue.


—RUDOLPH KASSNER
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ABOUT COMPOSING AND COMPOSITIONS







R.C. When did you become aware of your vocation as a composer?


I.S. I do not remember when and how I first thought of myself as a composer. All I remember is that these thoughts started very early in my childhood, long before any serious musical study.


R.C. The musical idea: when do you recognize it as an idea?


I.S. When something in my nature is satisfied by some aspect of an auditive shape. But long before ideas are born I begin work by relating intervals rhythmically. This exploration of possibilities is always conducted at the piano. Only after I have established my melodic or harmonic relationships do I pass to composition. Composition is a later expansion and organization of material.


R.C. Is it always clear in your mind from the inception of the idea what form of composition will develop? And the idea itself: is it clear what instrumental sound will produce it?


I.S. You should not suppose that once the musical idea is in your mind you will see more or less distinctly the form your composition may evolve. Nor will the sound (timbre) always be present. But if the musical idea is merely a group of notes, a motive coming suddenly to your mind, it very often comes together with its sound.


R.C. You say that you are a doer, not a thinker; that composing is not a department of conceptual thinking; that your nature is to compose music and you compose it naturally, not by acts of thought or will. A few hours of work on about one-third of the days of the last fifty years have produced a catalogue which testifies that composing is indeed natural to you. But how is nature approached?


I.S. When my main theme has been decided I know on general lines what kind of musical material it will require. I start to look for this material, sometimes playing old masters (to put myself in motion), sometimes starting directly to improvise rhythmic units on a provisional row of notes (which can become a final row). I thus form my building material.


R.C. When you achieve the music you have been working to create, are you always sure of it, do you always instantly recognize it as finished, or do you sometimes have to try it for a greater period of time?


I.S. Usually I recognize my find. But when I am unsure of it I feel uncomfortable in postponing a solution and in relying on the future. The future never gives me the assurance of reality I receive from the present.


R.C. What is theory in musical composition?


I.S. Hindsight. It doesn’t exist. There are compositions from which it is deduced. Or, if this isn’t quite true, it has a by-product existence that is powerless to create or even to justify. Nevertheless, composition involves a deep intuition of theory.


R.C. Do musical ideas occur to you at random times of the day or night?


I.S. Ideas usually occur to me while I am composing, and only very rarely do they present themselves when I am away from my work. I am always disturbed if they come to my ear when my pencil is missing and I am obliged to keep them in my memory by repeating to myself their intervals and rhythm. It is very important to me to remember the pitch of the music at its first appearance: if I transpose it for some reason I am in danger of losing the freshness of first contact and I will have difficulty in recapturing its attractiveness. Music has sometimes appeared to me in dreams, but only on one occasion have I been able to write it down. This was during the composition of L’Histoire du Soldat, and I was surprised and happy with the result. Not only did the music appear to me but the person performing it was present in the dream as well. A young gypsy was sitting by the edge of the road. She had a child on her lap for whose entertainment she was playing a violin. The motive she kept repeating used the whole bow, or, as we say in French, ‘avec toute la longueur de l’archet’. The child was very enthusiastic about the music and applauded it with his little hands. I, too, was very pleased with it, was especially pleased to be able to remember it, and I joyfully included this motive in the music of the Petit Concert.
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R.C. You often speak of the weight of an interval. What do you mean?


I.S. I lack words and have no gift for this sort of thing anyway, but perhaps it will help if I say that when I compose an interval I am aware of it as an object (when I think about it in that way at all, that is), as something outside me, the contrary of an impression.


    Let me tell you about a dream that came to me while I was composing Threni. After working late one night I retired to bed still troubled by an interval. I dreamed about this interval.It had become an elastic substance stretching exactly between the two notes I had composed, but underneath these notes at either end was an egg, a large testicular egg. The eggs were gelatinous to the touch (I touched them), and warm, and they were protected by nests. I woke up knowing that my interval was right. (For those who want more of the dream, it was pink—I often dream in colour. Also, I was so surprised to see the eggs I immediately understood them to be symbols. Still in the dream I went to my library of dictionaries and looked up ‘interval’, but found only a confusing explanation which I checked the next morning in reality and found to be the same.)


R.C. While composing do you ever think of any audience? Is there such a thing as a problem of communication?


I.S. When I compose something, I cannot conceive that it should fail to be recognized for what it is, and understood. I use the language of music, and my statement in my grammar will be clear to the musician who has followed music up to where my contemporaries and I have brought it.


R.C. Have you ever thought that music is as Auden says ‘a virtual image of our experience of living as temporal, with its double aspect of recurrence and becoming’?


I.S. If music is to me an ‘image of our experience of living as temporal’ (and however unverifiable, I suppose it is), my saying so is the result of a reflection, and as such is independent of music itself. But this kind of thinking about music is a different vocation altogether for me: I cannot do anything with it as a truth, and my mind is a doing one. Auden means ‘Western’ music or, as he would say, ‘music as history’; jazz improvisation is the dissipation of the time image and, if I understand ‘recurrence’ and ‘becoming’, their aspect is greatly diminished in serial music. Auden’s ‘image of our experience of living as temporal’ (which is also an image) is above music, perhaps, but it does not obstruct or contradict the purely musical experience. What shocks me, however, is the discovery that many people think below music. Music is merely something that reminds them of something else—of landscapes, for example; my Apollo is always reminding someone of Greece. But in even the most specific attempts at evocation, what is meant by being ‘like’, and what are ‘correspondences’? Who, listening to Liszt’s precise and perfect little Nuages gris, could pretend that ‘grey clouds’ are a musical cause and effect?


R.C. Do you work with a dialectical conception of form? Is the word meaningful in musical terms?


I.S. Yes to both questions, in so far as the art of dialectics is, according to the dictionaries, the art of logical discussion. Musical form is the result of the ‘logical discussion’ of musical materials.


R.C. I have often heard you say ‘an artist must avoid symmetry but he may construct in parallelisms’. What do you mean?


I.S. The mosaics at Torcello of the Last Judgment are a good example. Their subject is division, division, moreover, into two halves suggesting equal halves. But, in fact, each is the other’s complement, not its equal nor its mirror, and the dividing line itself is not a perfect perpendicular. On the one side skulls with, in the sockets, lightning-shaped snakes, and on the other, Eternal Life (those white figures, I wonder if Tintoretto didn’t know them), are balanced, but not equally balanced. And, the sizes and proportions, movements and rests, darks and lights of the two sides are always varied.


    Mondrian’s Blue Façade (composition 9, 1914) is a nearer example of what I mean. It is composed of elements that tend to symmetry but in fact avoids symmetry in subtle parallelisms. Whether or not the suggestion of symmetry is avoidable in the art of architecture, whether it is natural to architecture, I do not know. However, painters who paint architectural subject matter and borrow architectural designs are often guilty of it. And only the master musicians have managed to avoid it in periods whose architecture has embodied aesthetic idealisms, i.e., when architecture was symmetry and symmetry was confused with form itself. Of all the musicians of his age Haydn was the most aware, I think, that to be perfectly symmetrical is to be perfectly dead. We are some of us still divided by an illusory compulsion towards ‘classical’ symmetry on the one hand, and by the desire to compose as purely non-symmetrically as the Incas, on the other.


R.C. Do you regard musical form as in some degree mathematical?


I.S. It is at any rate far closer to mathematics than to literature—not perhaps to mathematics itself, but certainly to something like mathematical thinking and mathematical relationships. (How misleading are all literary descriptions of musical form!) I am not saying that composers think in equations or charts of numbers, nor are those things more able to symbolize music. But the way composers think, the way I think, is, it seems to me, not very different from mathematical thinking. I was aware of the similarity of these two modes while I was still a student; and, incidentally, mathematics was the subject that most interested me in school. Musical form is mathematical because it is ideal, and form is always ideal, whether it is, as Ortega y Gasset wrote ‘an image of memory or a construction of ours’. But though it may be mathematical, the composer must not seek mathematical formulae.


R.C. You often say that to compose is to solve a problem. Is it no more than that?


I.S. Seurat said: ‘Certain critics have done me the honour to see poetry in what I do, but I paint by my method with no other thought in mind.’


R.C. In your Greek-subject pieces Apollo, Oedipus, Orpheus, Persephone, dotted rhythms are of great importance (the opening of Apollo; the canonic interlude in Orpheus; the ‘Underworld’ music in Persephone; the Oedipus ‘Nonne Monstrum’ aria). Is the use of these rhythms conscious stylistic reference to the eighteenth century?


I.S. Dotted rhythms are characteristic eighteenth-century rhythms. My uses of them in these and other works of that period, such as the introduction to my piano Concerto, are conscious stylistic references. I attempted to build a new music on eighteenth-century classicism using the constructive principles of that classicism (which I cannot define here) and even evoking it stylistically by such means as dotted rhythms.


R.C. Valéry said: ‘We can construct in orderly fashion only by means of conventions.’ How do we recognize those conventions in, say, Webern’s songs with clarinet and guitar?


I.S. We don’t. An entirely new principle of order is found in the Webern songs which in time will be recognized and conventionalized. But Valéry’s essentially classical dicta do not foresee that new conventions can be created.


R.C. A novelist (Isherwood) once complained to you of his difficulties in a technical question of narration. You advised him to find a model. How do you model in music?


I.S. As I have just described in the case of eighteenth-century dotted rhythms; I have modelled this conventional rhythmic device so that I could ‘construct in orderly fashion’.


R.C. Why did you dispense with bar lines in the Diphonas and Elegias of the Threni?


I.S. The voices are not always in rhythmic unison. Therefore, any bar lines would cut at least one line arbitrarily. There are no strong beats in these canons, in any case, and the conductor must merely count the music out as he counts out a motet by Josquin. For the same reasons I have also written half notes rather than tied notes over bars. This is perhaps more difficult to read, but it is a truer notation.


R.C. Did you model your Threni on the Lamentations of any old master, as, for example, you modelled some dances for Agon from de Lauze’s Apologie de la Danse and from Mersenne’s musical examples?


I.S. I had studied Palestrina’s complete service, and the Lamentations of Tallis and Byrd but I don’t think there is any ‘influence’ of these masters in my music.


R.C. Why do contemporary composers tend to use smaller note values for the beat than did nineteenth-century composers, quaver beats instead of crotchet, and semiquavers instead of quavers? Your music contains many examples of this tendency (the second movement of the Symphony in C which is in quaver and semiquaver beats, and the final piece of the Duo Concertant which is in semiquaver beats). If you were to double the note values of this music, rewrite it in crotchets and quavers, how would it affect the music in your mind? Also, do you always think or see the note unit as you compose, and have you ever rewritten anything in different note values after it was composed? Your 1943 revision of the Danse Sacrale from the Sacre du Printemps doubles the values from semiquavers to quavers; was this done to facilitate reading (does it facilitate reading)? Do you believe the size of the note has a relation to the character of the music?


I.S. I don’t think you are entirely correct in assuming an evolution from minim to crotchet to quaver pulsations. Contemporary music has created a much greater range and variety of tempi and a vastly greater rhythmic range, therefore the greater range and variety of rhythmic unit (see any table of notation and compare the types of rhythmic unit in use in the last five centuries with those in use today). We write fast tempo music or slow tempo music in large or small note values depending on the music. That is my only explanation.


    As a composer I associate a certain kind of music, a certain tempo of music, with a certain kind of note unit. I compose directly that way. There is no act of selection or translation, and the unit of the note and the tempo appear in my imagination at the same time as the interval itself. Only rarely, too, have I found that my original beat unit has led me into notation difficulties. The Dithyrambe in the Duo Concertant, however, is one such example.


    It is difficult for me to judge whether a work of mine translated into larger or smaller note units but played in the same tempo would make an aural difference to me. However, I know that I could not look at the music in its translated state, for the shape of the notes as one writes them is the shape of the original conception itself. (Of course the performer with his different approach will regard the whole problem of notation as a matter of choice, but this is wrong.)


    I do believe in a relation between the character of my music and the kind of note unit of the pulsation, and I do not care that this may be undemonstrable—it is demonstrable to me on the composer’s side simply because I think that way. And, conventions have not worked universally for so long that we may deny that there is any relation of ear and eye. Who can take from dictation a passage of contemporary music in 6/4 and tell whether in fact it is not 6/8 or 6/16?


    The point of legibility. I did translate my Danse Sacrale into larger note values to facilitate reading (of course it is more readable, the reduction in rehearsal time proves that).1  But legibility and larger note values go together only up to a point. This idea of fast music in white notes applies only to certain types of music (the first movement of my Symphony in C, for example, and the Gloria Patri in Monteverdi’s Laudate Pueri from the Vespers) but this question cannot be dissociated from the question of bar units and of the rhythmic construction of the music itself.


    Perhaps the present lack of universal conventions may be interpreted as a blessing; the performer can only profit from a situation in which he is obliged to review his prejudices and develop reading versatility.





Perhaps the present lack of universal conventions may be interpreted as a blessing; the performer can only profit from a situation in which he is obliged to review his prejudices and develop reading versatility.


R.C. Metres. Can the same effect be achieved by means of accents as by varying the metres? What are bar lines?


I.S. To the first question my answer is, up to a point, yes, but that point is the degree of real regularity in the music. The bar line is much much more than a mere accent and I don’t believe that it can be simulated by an accent, at least not in my music.


R.C. In your own music, identity is established by melodic, rhythmic, and other means, but especially by tonality. Do you think you will ever abandon the tonal identification?


I.S. Possibly. We can still create a sense of return to exactly the same place without tonality: musical rhyme can accomplish the same thing as poetic rhyme. But form cannot exist without identity of some sort.


R.C. What is your feeling now about the use of music as accompaniment to recitation (Persephone)?


I.S. Do not ask. Sins cannot be undone, only forgiven.





THE SERIES




R.C. Do you think of the intervals in your series as tonal intervals; that is, do your intervals always exert tonal pull?


I.S. The intervals of my series are attracted by tonality; I compose vertically and that is, in one sense at least, to compose tonally.


R.C. How has composing with a series affected your own harmonic thinking? Do you work in the same way—that is, hear relationships and then compose them?


I.S. I hear certain possibilities and I choose. I can create my choice in serial composition just as I can in any tonal contrapuntal form. I hear harmonically, of course, and I compose in the same way I always have.


R.C. Nevertheless, the Gigue from your Septet and the choral canons in the Canticum Sacrum are much more difficult to hear harmonically than any earlier music of yours. Hasn’t composing with a series therefore affected your harmonic scope?


I.S. It is certainly more difficult to hear harmonically the music you speak of than my earlier music; but any serial music intended to be heard vertically is more difficult to hear. The rules and restrictions of serial writing differ little from the rigidity of the great contrapuntal schools of old. At the same time they widen and enrich harmonic scope; one starts to hear more things and differently than before. The serial technique I use impels me to greater discipline than ever before.


R.C. Do you think your time world is the same for the kind of music you are now composing and for your music of thirty-five years ago (Mavra, piano Sonata, piano Concerto, Apollo)?


I.S. My past and present time worlds cannot be the same. I know that portions of Agon contain three times as much music for the same clock length as some other pieces of mine. Naturally, a new demand for greater in-depth listening changes time perspective. Perhaps also the operation of memory in a non-tonally developed work (tonal, but not eighteenth-century tonal system) is different. We are located in time constantly in a tonal-system work, but we may only ‘go through’ a polyphonic work, whether Josquin’s Duke Hercules Mass or a serially composed non-tonal-system work.


R.C. Do you find any similarity in the time worlds of oriental music and of certain recent examples of serial music?


I.S. I do not think anything in the nature of the serial idea makes series in essence ‘oriental’. Schoenberg himself was a cabalist, of course, but that is merely a personal preoccupation. We have all remarked a monotony (not in any pejorative sense) that we call ‘oriental’ in serial works, in Boulez’s Le marteau sans maître for instance. But the kind of monotony we have in mind is characteristic of many kinds of polyphonic music. Our notion of what is oriental is an association of instrumentation chiefly, but also of rhythmic and melodic designs—a very superficial kind of association indeed. I myself have no habit of anything oriental, and especially no measure of time in oriental music. In fact, my attitude resembles that of Henri Micheaux: in the Orient I recognize myself as a barbarian—that excellent word invented by Attic Greeks to designate a people who could not answer them in Attic Greek.





TECHNIQUE




R.C. What is technique?


I.S. The whole man. We learn how to use it but we cannot acquire it in the first place; or, perhaps I should say that we are born with the ability to acquire it. At present it has come to mean the opposite of ‘heart’, though, of course, ‘heart’ is technique too. A single blot on a paper by my friend Eugene Berman I instantly recognize as a Berman blot. What have I recognized—a style or a technique? Are they the same signature of the whole man? Stendhal (in the Roman Promenades) believed that style is ‘the manner that each one has of saying the same thing’. But, obviously, no one says the same thing because the saying is also the thing. A technique or a style for saying something original does not exist a priori, it is created by the original saying itself. We sometimes say of a composer that he lacks technique. We say of Schumann, for example, that he did not have enough orchestral technique. But we do not believe that more technique would change the composer. ‘Thought’ is not one thing and ‘technique’ another, namely, the ability to transfer, ‘express’ or develop thoughts. We cannotsay ‘the technique of Bach’ (I never say it), yet in every sense he had more of it than anyone; our extraneous meaning becomes ridiculous when we try to imagine the separation of Bach’s musical substance and the making of it. Technique is not a teachable science, neither is it learning, nor scholarship, nor even the knowledge of how to do something. It is creation, and, being creation, it is new every time. There are other legitimate uses of the word, of course. Painters have water-colour and gouache techniques, for example, and there are technological meanings; we have techniques of bridge-building and even ‘techniques for civilization’. In these senses one may talk of composing techniques—the writing of an academic fugue. But in my sense, the original composer is still his own and only technique. If I hear of a new composer’s ‘technical mastery’ I am always interested in the composer (though critics employ the expression to mean ‘but he hasn’t got the more important thing’). Technical mastery has to be of something, it has to be something. And since we can recognize technical skill when we can recognize nothing else, it is the only manifestation of ‘talent’ I know of; up to a point technique and talent are the same. At present all of the arts, but especially music, are engaged in ‘examinations of technique’. In my sense such an examination must be into the nature of art itself—an examination that is both perpetual and new every time—or it is nothing.2


R.C. Your music always has an element of repetition, of ostinato. What is the function of ostinato?


I.S. It is static—that is, anti-development; and sometimes we need a contradiction to development. However, it became a vitiating device and was at one time overemployed by many of us.





INSTRUMENTATION




R.C. What is good instrumentation?


I.S. When you are unaware that it is instrumentation. The word is a gloss. It pretends that one composes music and then orchestrates it. This is true, in fact, in the one sense that the only composers who can be orchestrators are those who write piano music which they transcribe for orchestra; and this might still be the practice of a good many composers, judging from the number of times I have been asked my opinion as to which instruments I think best for passages the composers play on the piano. As we know, real piano music, which is what these composers usually play, is the most difficult to instrumentate. Even Schoenberg, who was always an instrumental master (one could make a very useful anthology of instrumental practice in his music from the first song of op. 22 to Von Heute auf Morgen with its extraordinary percussion, piano and mandoline), even Schoenberg stumbled in trying to transfer Brahms’s piano style to the orchestra (his arrangement of Brahms’s G minor pianoforte quartet for orchestra), though his realization of the cadenza in the last movement with arpeggiated pizzicatos is a master stroke. It is not, generally, a good sign when the first thing we remark about a work is its instrumentation; and the composers we remark it of—Berlioz, Rimsky-Korsakov, Ravel—are not the best composers. Beethoven, the greatest orchestral master of all in our sense, is seldom praised for his instrumentation; his symphonies are too good music in every way and the orchestra is too integral a part of them. How silly it sounds to say of the trio of the Scherzo of the Eighth Symphony: ‘What splendid instrumentation’—yet, what incomparable instrumental thought it is. Berlioz’s reputation as an orchestrator has always seemed highly suspect to me. I was brought up on his music; it was played in the St. Petersburg of my student years as much as it has ever been played anywhere in the world,3 so I dare say this to all the literary-minded people responsible for his revival. He was a great innovator, of course, and he had the perfect imagination of each new instrument he used, as well as the knowledge of its technique. But the music he had to instrumentate was often poorly constructed harmonically. No orchestral skill can hide the fact that Berlioz’s basses are sometimes uncertain and the inner harmonic voices unclear. The problem of orchestral distribution is therefore insurmountable and balance is regulated superficially, by dynamics. This is in part why I prefer the small Berlioz to the grandiose.


    Many composers still do not realize that our principal instrumental body today, the symphony orchestra, is the creation of harmonic-triadic music. They seem unaware that the growth of the wind instruments from two to three to four to five of a kind parallels a harmonic growth. It is extremely difficult to write polyphonically for this harmonic body, which is why Schoenberg in his polyphonic Variations for Orchestra is obliged to double, treble, and quadruple the lines. The bass, too, is extremely difficult to bring out acoustically and harmonically in the Variations because it is the lowest line, merely, and not bass-ic. Though the standard orchestra is not yet an anachronism, perhaps, it can no longer be used standardly except by anachronistic composers. Advances in instrumental technique are also modifying the use of the orchestra. We all compose for solo, virtuoso instrumentalists today, and our soloistic style is still being discovered. For example, harp parts were mostly glissandos or chords as recently as Ravel. The harp can glissando and arpeggiate en masse, but it can’t play en masse as I have used it in my Symphony in Three Movements. And, for another example, we are just discovering the orchestral use of harmonics, especially bass harmonics (one of my favourite sounds incidentally; make your throat taut and open your mouth half an inch so that the skin of your neck becomes a drum-head, then flick your finger against it: that is the sound I mean).


    At the beginning of my career the clarinet was considered incapable of long fast-tongue passages. I remember my Chopin instrumentations for Les Sylphides in Paris in 1910 and an ill-humoured clarinet player telling me after he had stumbled on a rapid staccato passage (the only way I could conceive Chopin’s pianism): ‘Monsieur, ce n’est pas une musique pour la clarinette.’ What instruments do I like? I wish there were more good players for the bass clarinet and the contra-bass clarinet, for the alto trombone (of my Threni and Berg’s Altenberg Lieder), for the guitar, the mandoline and the cymbalom. Do I dislike any instrument? Well, I am not very fond of the two most conspicuous instruments of the Lulu orchestra, the vibraphone and the alto saxophone. I do admit, however, that the vibraphone has amazing contrapuntal abilities; and the saxophone’s juvenile-delinquent personality floating out over all the vast decadence of Lulu is the very apple of that opera’s fascination.


R.C. Are you attracted by any new instruments—electric, oriental, exotic, jazz, whatever?


I.S. Of course, I am attracted by many non-standard orchestral instruments, percussion ones especially, but also stringed instruments like those Japanese ones I have heard in Los Angeles whose bridges are moved during the performance. And let us not forget the fact that traditional symphonic instruments like trumpet and trombone are not the same when played by jazz musicians. The latter people demonstrate greater variety in articulation and tone colour, and on some instruments, the trumpet for instance, they appear to be at home in a higher range than the symphonic player—the jazz trumpeter’s high lip-trills. We neglect not only the instruments of other ethnographies, however, but those of our greatest European composer as well. This neglect is one reason why Bach’s cantatas, which should be the centre of our repertoire, if we must have a repertoire, are comparatively unperformed. We don’t have the instruments to play them. Bach had families where we have single instruments: trumpet families, trombone families, oboe families, families for all sorts of the strings. We have simplifications and greater resonance; where he had the lute, perhaps the most perfect and certainly the most personal instrument of all, we have the guitar. I myself prefer Bach’s string orchestra with its gambas, its violino and ’cello piccolo, to our standard quartet in which the ’cello is not of the same family as the viola and bass. And, if oboes d’amore and da caccia were common I would compose for them. What incomparable instrumental writing is Bach’s. You can smell the resin in his violin parts, taste the reeds in the oboes. I am always interested and attracted by new instruments (new to me) but until the present I have been more often astonished by the new resources imaginative composers are able to discover in ‘old’ instruments. An entry in Klee’s Tagebücher says (under May 1913): ‘Und das Mass ist noch nicht voll. Man führt sogar Schönberg auf, das tolle Melodram Pierrot Lunaire.’ And not yet full now either. For example, Boulez’s third piano sonata is quite as purely ‘pianistic’ as an étude by Debussy, yet it exploits varieties of touch (attack) untried by Debussy, and exposes in its harmonics a whole region of sound neglected until now. (These aspects of the piece are secondary, however, to the aspect of its form; always close to Mallarméan ideas of permutation, Boulez is now nearing a concept of form not unlike that of the idea of Un Coup de Dés; not only does the pagination of the score of his third piano sonata resemble the Coup de Dés ‘score’, but Mallarmé’s own preface to the poem seems as well to describe the sonata: ‘… the fragmentary interruptions of a capital phrase introduced and continued … everything takes place by abridgement, hypothetically; one avoids the narration …’; Mallarmé thought he was borrowing ideas from music, of course, and would no doubt be surprised to know that sixty years later his poem had cross-pollinated the two arts; the recent publication of Le Livre de Mallarmé4 with its startling diagrams of the mathematics of form must have been an uncanny confirmation to Boulez.)


    Thus an ‘old’ instrument, the piano, interests me more than an Ondes Martinot, for instance, though this statement is in danger of giving the impression that I am thinking of instrumentalism as something apart from musical thoughts.





GESUALDO




R.C. What motivated you to compose new sextus and bassus parts for the lost ones in Gesualdo’s motet a sette?


I.S. When I had written out the five existing parts in score, the desire to complete Gesualdo’s harmony, to soften certain of his malheurs became irresistible to me. One has to play the piece without any additions to understand me, and ‘additions’ is not an exact description; the existing material was only my starting point: from it I recomposed the whole. The existing parts impose definite limits in some cases, and very indefinite ones in others. But even if the existing parts did not rule out academic solutions, a knowledge of Gesualdo’s other music would. I have not tried to guess ‘what Gesualdo would have done’, however—though I would like to see the original; I have even chosen solutions that I am sure are not Gesualdo’s. And though Gesualdo’s seconds and sevenths justify mine, I don’t look at my work in that light. My parts are not attempts at reconstruction. I am in it as well as Gesualdo. The motet would have been unusual, I think, with or without me. Its form of nearly equal halves is unusual, and so is its consistent and complex polyphony: many of the motets employ a more simple chordal style, and with so many parts so close in range one would expect a treatment of that sort: Gesualdo’s music is never dense. The bass part is unusual too. It is of bass-ic importance as it seldom is in Gesualdo. His madrigals are almost all top heavy and even in the motets and responses the bass rests more than any other part. I don’t think I am reading myself into Gesualdo in this instance, though my musical thinking is always centred around the bass (the bass still functions as the harmonic root to me even in the music I am composing at present). But this motet which might be Gesualdo’s ultimate opus would lead him to unusual things by the mere fact of its being his unique piece in seven parts.


    (By the same reasoning I contend that the lost volume of six-voice madrigals contains more complex, more ‘dissonant’ music than the five-voice volumes, and the one reference we have to any of the madrigals in that book, to Sei disposto, bears me out; even his early six-part madrigal, Donna, se m’ancidete, has a great number of seconds besides those which are editors’ errors.)


    I would like to point out the very dramatic musical symbolization of the text that occurs at the dividing point of the form. The voices narrow to three (I am sure Gesualdo has done something similar), then at the words ‘seven-fold grace of the paraclete’ spread to seven full polyphonic parts.


    I hope my little homage to Gesualdo and my own interest in that great musician will help excite the cupidity of other Gesualdines to the search for his lost work, the trio for the three famous ladies of Ferrara, the arias mentioned in Fontanelli’s letters, and, above all, the six-part madrigals. This music must be in the Italian private libraries. (When Italy has been catalogued everything will reappear; recently Hotson, the Shakespearian, found a letter in an Orsini library describing an Orsini ancestor’s impressions of a performance in Elizabeth’s court of what must have been the first night of Twelfth Night.) Gesualdo was well related in Naples, in Ferrara, in Modena, in Urbino, even in Rome (his daughter married the Pope’s nephew). Let us begin there.
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