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“ I t  i s  sel f - evi dent  t hat  not hi ng concer ni ng ar t  i s  

sel f - evi dent  anymor e,  not  i t s i nner  l i f e,  not  i t s r el at i on 

t o t he wor l d,  not  even i t s r i ght  t o exi st . ” 1 Thi s f amous 

openi ng sent ence of  Ador no’ s i s especi al l y appl i cabl e t o t he 

f i el d wi t h whi ch Ador no was so concer ned—new musi c.  

Cont empor ar y composer s acut el y f eel  t he pr obl em of  musi c ’ s 

r i ght  t o exi st :  whi l e r el y i ng on t he per f or mer s,  audi ences 

and i nst i t ut i ons of  new musi c t o br i ng t hei r  musi c i nt o 

exi st ence,  t hey al so f eel  t he ant i pat hy of  t he same 

per f or mer s,  audi ences,  and i nst i t ut i ons t owar ds “ new musi c”  

i n gener al .  Mor eover ,  di f f er ent  school s of  composi t i on spend 

j ust  as much t i me cr i t i c i z i ng t hei r  f el l ow composer s’  wor ks 

as do t he cr i t i cs i n t he pages of  newspaper s and magazi nes.   

 I f  we want  t o see j ust  how bad i t  has become we need 

not  l ook f ur t her  t han t he pages of  t he New Yor ker .  I n a 

r ecent  br oadsi de on Ger man musi c,  Al ex Ross set s hi s s i ght s 

on Ger many’ s cur r ent  “ gr eat  man, ”  Hel mut  Lachenmann.  Of  

cour se,  “ t her e i s no denyi ng Lachenmann’ s v i r t uosi t y;  he i s 

abl e t o ar r ange t he unl i kel i est  assor t ment  of  sounds–f l ut es 

bl own at  t he wr ong end,  cel l os bowed i n pl aces ot her  t han 

t he st r i ngs,  paper s cr i nkl ed,  sheet  met al  banged wi t h r ods–

i nt o an i nt er mi t t ent l y gr i ppi ng nar r at i ve…Lachenmann has 



r epeat edl y emphasi zed t he novel t y and uncont ami nat ed aspect  

of  hi s sound wor l ds. ” 2 But  Ross’  cr i t i que cent er s on 

Lachenmann’ s use of  “ uncont ami nat ed”  ( r ead,  ant i - popul i st )  

sounds.  Ross cont i nues,  “ The not i on t hat  popul ar i t y dest r oys 

t he pur i t y of  ar t  i s  so cher i shed i n Ger man- speaki ng l ands–

and,  i t  shoul d be sai d,  on Amer i can col l ege campuses–t hat  i t  

t akes on t he sol i di t y of  r el i gi ous bel i ef . ”  However ,  t he 

r el i gi ous zeal ot  i s  not  t he onl y f i gur e t hat  Lachenmann 

r esembl es:  

 “ The t al k of  ‘ cont ami nat i on’ …i s r edol ent  of  t ur n-
of - t he- cent ur y pseudo- sci ent i f i c  t ext books about  
t he i nvasi on of  Ger man cul t ur e by al i en bodi es.  At  
t he ver y l east ,  Hi t l er  st i l l  cast s a myst er i ous 
spel l  over  t he musi c scene…”  ( Ross 70) .   
 

Accor di ng t o Ross,  t he spi r i t  of  t ot al i t ar i ani sm i s al i ve 

and wel l  i n Ger man new musi c.  Thankf ul l y,  t hat  can’ t  happen 

her e i n Amer i ca–except  on col l ege campuses,  of  cour se!  I s i t  

any wonder  or chest r as ar e af r ai d t o pl ay new musi c? 

 Thi s l i t t l e anecdot e r ai ses a s i mpl e quest i on:  What  

went  wr ong wi t h new musi c? Tr i st an Mur ai l ,  one of  Fr ance’ s 

most  f amous l i v i ng composer s and,  al ong wi t h Ger ar d Gr i sey,  

t he most  pr omi nent  member  of  t he gr oup known as t he 

Spect r al i st s, 3 t r i es t o answer  t hi s quest i on i n a r ecent  

essay.  He di agnoses t he pr obl em as such:  

Our  concept i on of  musi c i s hel d pr i soner  by our  
educat i on.  Al l  has been cut  i nt o s l i ces,  put  i nt o 
cat egor i es,  c l assi f i ed,  l i mi t ed.  Ther e i s a 
concept ual  er r or  f r om t he ver y begi nni ng:  t he 
composer  does not  wor k wi t h 12 not es,  x r hyt hmi c 
f i gur es,  x dynami c mar ki ngs,  al l  i nf i ni t el y 
per mut abl e–he wor ks wi t h sound and t i mbr e.  Sound 
has been conf used wi t h i t s r epr esent at i ons…4 
 



Accor di ng t o Mur ai l ,  i f  new musi c i s t o sur vi ve,  i t  must  

r et ur n t o a s i mpl e f act .  Li ke t he car pent er  who wor ks wi t h 

wood and nai l s,  or  t he scul pt or  who wor ks wi t h chi sel  and 

st one,  sound and t i mbr e ar e t he basi c mat er i al s wi t h whi ch 

t he composer  f ashi ons hi s musi c.  I f  t he musi c of  t oday has 

l ost  i t s  audi ence and even i t s r i ght  t o exi st ,  i t  i s  because 

sound and t i mbr e have become conf used wi t h our  concept s of  

not es,  dynami cs and f i gur es.  The abst r act i ons we use t o 

compr ehend sound and t i mbr e have become t hei r  ver y 

r epl acement .  Never t hel ess,  sound and t i mbr e ar e t he et er nal  

sour ces f r om whi ch musi c per pet ual l y emer ges,  and t o whi ch 

musi c i s compel l ed t o r et ur n.  For  Mur ai l ,  composer s must  

become r eawakened t o musi c ’ s or i gi nal  mat er i al  i f  new musi c 

i s t o f l our i sh.   

 Yet ,  I  f eel  t hat  we shoul d t ake Mur ai l ’ s  di agnosi s wi t h 

caut i on.  The whol e st or y smacks of  myt h.  I f  onl y we can 

r et ur n t o t he or i gi n t hen al l  wi l l  be saved.  However ,  I  do 

not  want  t o di smi ss Mur ai l  out  of  hand because he 

under scor es an i mpor t ant  st at e of  af f ai r s.  I n t he at t empt  t o 

assess t he cont empor ar y s i t uat i on of  musi c,  composer s ar e 

of t en t hr ust  back ont o t he quest i on of  “ musi cal  mat er i al . ”  

I s t he mat er i al  of  musi c not es and f i gur es,  or  i s i t  sound 

and t i mbr e? For  Mur ai l ,  “ not e and sound ar e not  t he same,  

nor  i s t he not e any l onger  t he el ement ar y ‘ at om’  of  musi c”  

( Mur ai l  158) .  What  i s t he el ement ar y “ at om”  of  musi c? What  

i s t hi s smal l est ,  i ndi v i s i bl e par t ,  upon whi ch composer s 

shoul d bui l d- up t hei r  musi cal  wor l d? Mur ai l  has gi ven us one 



answer —namel y,  sound and t i mbr e.  I n t hi s essay I  hope t o 

pur sue t he quest i on,  keepi ng Mur ai l ’ s  suggest i on i n mi nd but  

al so i nvest i gat i ng ot her  possi bi l i t i es.   I  hope t o show t hat  

Mur ai l ’ s  posi t i on,  and t he posi t i on hel d by many ot her  

composer s of  t he Spect r al i st  school ,  i s  usef ul  f or  gr aspi ng 

t he di st i nct i on bet ween not es and sounds.  But ,  I  wi l l  al so 

t r y t o show t hat  t he whol e quest i on of  what  const i t ut es “ t he 

el ement ar y at om of  musi c, ”  or  what  I  am cal l i ng t he quest i on 

concer ni ng musi cal  mat er i al ,  can be pushed much f ur t her  

al ong.  By unf ol di ng of  t he quest i on of  musi cal  mat er i al  I  

hope t o gi ve a const r uct i ve cr i t i que of  t he Spect r al i st  

posi t i on and a count er - exampl e t o i t  i n t he wor k of  composer  

El l i ot t  Car t er .   

 

When Mur ai l  speaks of  t he “ el ement ar y at om of  musi c, ”  

i t  i s  c l ear  t hat  he i s not  maki ng an anal ogy t o t he at om of  

quant um physi cs,  wi t h i t  sub- at omi c par t i c l es and 

Hei senber gi an uncer t ai nt i es,  but  r at her  t o t he at om i n i t s 

c l assi cal  concept i on,  wher e i t  act s as t he smal l est ,  

i ndi v i s i bl e par t i c l e f r om whi ch t he wor l d i s const r uct ed.  

However ,  Mur ai l  i s  not  t he onl y musi c i an t o have seen an 

anal ogy bet ween musi c and at omi sm.  El l i ot t  Car t er ,  i n hi s 

Doubl e Concer t o,  const r uct ed a chamber  pi ece i nspi r ed by t he 

c l assi cal  at omi c t heor y of  Lucr et i us’  De r er um nat ur a.  I n an 

i nt er vi ew wi t h I t al i an musi col ogi st  Enzo Rest agno,  Car t er  

descr i bes how he concei ved of  t he anal ogy bet ween t he 

musi cal  at om and t he cl assi cal  at om:  



The l i t er ar y i dea t hat  t ur ned i nt o a composi t i onal  
pr oj ect  was t aken f r om De r er um nat ur a by 
Lucr et i us.  Fol l owi ng Lucr et i us’  cosmogony,  I  
concei ved t he i dea of  sound at oms f al l i ng and 
f or mi ng a musi cal  wor k.  Si nce t he poem ends wi t h a 
descr i pt i on of  t he Pl ague of  At hens,  I  al so 
concei ved a di ssol ut i on of  t he musi c t hat  woul d 
cor r espond t o t he l i t er ar y subj ect .  I  i dent i f i ed 
each i nt er val  wi t h a gi ven t empo,  and I  l ai d out  a 
br oad t ext ur e t hat  woul d i ncl ude al l  t he i nt er val s 
and t hei r  t empi …At  a cer t ai n poi nt  I  r eal i zed t hat  
t hi s i dea of  i nt er val s r epeat ed at  di f f er ent  t empi  
coul d coi nci de wi t h t he i mage of  t he f or mi ng of  
t he uni ver se as descr i bed by Lucr et i us. 5 
 

The connect i on bet ween t he musi c and t he phi l osophy of  

at omi sm deser ves some unpacki ng.  I n t he Epi cur ean physi cs,  

t he cosmos i s ont ol ogi cal l y const i t ut ed by t wo gi vens:  

at oms,  and t he voi d t hr ough whi ch at oms move.  Epi cur ean 

at omi sm bor r ows i t s ont ol ogy f r om Democr i t us,  whose at omi c 

syst em i s convent i onal l y t hought  t o have synt hesi zed 

Par meni dean per manence and Her acl i t ean f l ux:  t he at oms ar e 

t he i ndest r uct i bl e,  per manent  ent i t i es,  whose var i ous 

combi nat i ons,  col l i s i ons,  and mot i ons engender  t he f l ux of  

cont i nual  i mper manence and change.  I n Car t er ’ s anal ogy,  

" i nt er val ”  i s  al i gned wi t h “ at om, ”  and “ t empo”  i s al i gned 

wi t h t he “ at omi c mot i on. ”  I nt er val s ar e “ at omi c”  i n t he 

sense t hat  t hey have a c l ear  i dent i t y and can be combi ned 

wi t h one anot her  t o pr oduce,  chor ds,  har moni c f i el ds,  

spect r a,  mel odi es,  and so f or t h.  A musi cal  ear  l ear ns t o 

i dent i f y i nt er val s as c l ear l y gr aspabl e soni c ent i t i es.  

Tempo,  al t hough har der  f or  a l i s t ener  t o i dent i f y i n 

absol ut e quant i t at i ve or  met r onomi c t er ms,  i s under st ood i n 

r el at i on t o ot her  t empi  as bei ng f ast er  or  s l ower .  One of  

t he danger s t hat  Car t er  f aces i n t r y i ng t o al i gn and co-



or di nat e i nt er val  and t empo i s ut t er  monot ony.  I f  al l  t he 

i nt er val s i n a pi ece of  musi c ar e r i gi dl y pr e- det er mi ned by 

a t empo,  how can a composer  gener at e enough har moni c var i et y 

and cont r ast  t o keep t he pi ece musi cal l y compel l i ng? Thi s 

musi cal  pr obl em has a count er par t  i n c l assi cal  at omi sm:  i f  

al l  t he at oms ar e f al l i ng t hr ough t he voi d i n t he same 

di r ect i on and at  t he same r at e,  how coul d t hey meet  and gi ve 

r i se t o our  wor l d? Car t er ’ s musi cal  sol ut i on i s anal ogous t o 

t he c l assi cal  at omi c sol ut i on.  

The i dea of  Lucr et i us t hat  i s most  st r ongl y 
r ef l ect ed [ i n t he Doubl e Concer t o]  i s  t hat  of  t he 
f al l i ng at oms.  I f  t hei r  f al l  wer e per f ect l y 
ver t i cal ,  however ,  t hey woul d never  meet ,  and 
coul d never  gi ve r i se t o r eal i t y.  Lucr et i us,  as we 
know,  get s ar ound t hat  pr obl em by i nt r oduci ng t he 
i dea of  c l i namen6 – t hat  i s ,  a devi at i on f r om t he 
ver t i cal  axi s t hat  al l ows t he at oms t o meet .  The 
pr ogr essi ve decel er at i on of  t he met r onome 
mar ki ngs…i s t he equi val ent  of  t he c l i namen,  
because t hi s i s t he onl y way i n whi ch t he 
i nt er val s/ at oms can escape f r om a ver t i cal  f al l  
whi ch woul d never  gi ve r i se t o any shape.  ( Car t er  
64)  
 

By set t i ng up a pr opor t i onal  scal e of  t empi ,  di f f er ent  

i nt er val s move at  di f f er ent  r at es.  Thi s cr eat es a gr i d t hat  

i s  const ant l y r eal i gni ng i nt er val s i nt o new combi nat i ons,  

and t hus pr oduces const ant  har moni c change and 

j uxt aposi t i on.   

The char t  r epr oduced as Fi gur e 1 shows t he connect i on 

bet ween t empo and i nt er val  i n t he Doubl e Concer t o:  t en t empi  

ar e or gani zed pr opor t i onal l y as a ser i es of  gr adat i ons f r om 

35 t o 17. 5 beat s per  mi nut e.  Each i nt er val  i s  assi gned a 

t empo and an i nst r ument al  gr oup.  The basi c dr ama of  t he 

pi ece i s a conf l i c t  bet ween t he sol o act i v i t i es of  ei t her  



t he har psi chor d or  t he pi ano,  each suppor t ed by a gr oup of  

i nst r ument s.  The conver gence of  t he “ at oms”  i s f ound i n t he 

huge col l i s i on t hat  ends t he exor di um at  mm.  45 and 46.  Her e 

t he t wo i nst r ument al  gr oups ar r i ve at  co- i nci dent  

“ downbeat s”  separ at ed by one measur e.  Thi s col l i s i on i s 

r epr oduced i n schemat i c f or m i n Fi gur e 2.  Pr ogr ammat i cal l y,  

t he musi c bef or e t he cr ash r epr esent s t he at oms chaot i cal l y 

t r avel i ng t hr ough t he voi d,  whi l e ever yt hi ng af t er war ds 

r epr esent s t he accr et i ons and col l i s i ons t hat  gi ve r i se t o 

our  const ant l y changi ng wor l d.  The wor l d of  t he Doubl e 

Concer t o i s compr i sed of  t he t r adi t i onal  par t s t hat  make up 

t he cl assi cal  t hr ee- movement  concer t o:  an al l egr o,  and 

adagi o,  a pr est o,  pl us t wo cadenzas.  

Al t hough our  st ar t i ng poi nt  was “ sound at oms f al l i ng”  

t hr ough t he voi d we have suddenl y ar r i ved at  t he t r adi t i onal  

cat egor i es and convent i ons of  t he concer t o.  I nst ead of  

desi gni ng a wor k t o i nvest i gat e t hese “ el ement ar y at oms of  

musi c”  as such,  Car t er ’ s composi t i onal  i nt er est  i s  i n 

bui l di ng up t hese at oms i nt o a r epr esent at i on.  Much l i ke t he 

begi nni ng of  Haydn’ s Di e Schöpf ung,  t he exor di um of  t he 

Doubl e Concer t o does not  gi ve us chaos,  r at her  di e 

Dar st el l ung des Chaos.  However ,  as Mur ai l  poi nt ed out ,  t he 

whol e pr obl em of  new musi c i s based on t he si mpl e pr emi se 

t hat  “ sound has been conf used wi t h i t s r epr esent at i ons. ”  And 

many cr i t i cs of  Car t er  woul d agr ee.  The densi t y and 

compl exi t y of  Car t er ’ s const r uct i on makes t he appr ehensi on 

and di f f er ent i at i on of  hi s “ sound at oms”  i mpossi bl e.  No one 



can hear  t he associ at i on of  t empi  and i nt er val  i n t he Doubl e 

Concer t o.  And t hus,  i t  i s  doomed t o f ai l ur e because t he 

“ sound at om”  i s never  per cept ual l y i sol at ed.   The sound at om 

i s subsumed by r epr esent at i on.  

 

I f  Car t er ’ s at t empt  t o associ at e t he “ el ement ar y at om 

of  musi c”  wi t h t he physi cal  at om f ai l s because of  i t s  

i mper cept i bi l i t y  wi t hi n t he l i s t eni ng exper i ence,  t hen 

per haps we can get  a c l ear er  sense of  t hi s “ el ement ar y at om”  

by aski ng our sel ves—what  pr eci sel y const i t ut es musi cal  

l i s t eni ng? Thi s quest i on occupi es t he at t ent i on of  

phi l osopher  Roger  Scr ut on i n hi s r ecent  book The Aest het i cs 

of  Musi c.  

 Scr ut on st r uct ur es t he l i s t eni ng exper i ence on t he 

opposi t i on bet ween t he acoust i c and t he akousmat i c.  The t er m 

acoust i c descr i bes a t ype of  causal  l i s t eni ng,  namel y,  a 

l i s t eni ng whi ch i s i nt er est ed i n i dent i f y i ng t he r eal  

physi cal  sour ce of  some gi ven sound.  The t er m akousmat i c, 7 

i n i t s nar r ow sense,  descr i bes a s i t uat i on wher e t he causes 

behi nd t he pr oduct i on of  sound ar e i nvi s i bl e t o t he 

l i s t ener .  I n i t s wi der  sense i t  descr i bes a t ype of  

l i s t eni ng uni nt er est ed i n physi cal  causes because i t  i s  

i nvest ed i n hear i ng sounds as “ soni c ent i t i es”  and “ pur e 

event s. ”  An exampl e may cl ar i f y t hi s di st i nct i on:  we l i s t en 

acoust i cal l y when,  as al ar med par ent s,  we hear  t he cr y of  a 

baby,  but  we l i s t en akousmat i cal l y when we hear  t hi s same 

cr y aest het i cal l y as an i nt r i gui ng soni c phenomenon,  



det ached f r om i t s pr essi ng connot at i ons.  The appl i cat i on of  

t he acoust i c/ akousmat i c di st i nct i on t o t he wor l d of  

el ect r oni c musi c or  r adi o i s appar ent ,  but  Scr ut on uses t he 

t er m t o di st i ngui sh t he wor l d of  musi c f r om t he wor l d of  

ever yday sounds.  

When we hear  musi c,  t hr ee t hi ngs occur :  t her e i s a 
v i br at i on i n t he ai r ;  by v i r t ue of  whi ch we 
per cei ve a sound,  whi ch i s a “ secondar y obj ect ” ,  
hear d as a pur e event ;  and i n t hi s sound we hear  
an or gani zat i on t hat  i s not  r educi bl e t o any 
pr oper t i es of  t he v i br at i on t hat  causes i t .  
Hear i ng sounds i nvol ves t he exer ci se of  t he ear :  
i t  di spl ays an acoust i c capaci t y,  and al l  t hat  we 
hear  when we hear  sounds ar e t he secondar y 
pr oper t i es of  sound event s.  Ani mal s al so hear  
t hese pr oper t i es,  and r espond t o sounds and t o t he 
i nf or mat i on cont ai ned i n sounds.  But  t o hear  musi c 
we need capaci t i es t hat  onl y r at i onal  bei ngs have.  
We must  be abl e t o hear  an or der  t hat  cont ai ns no 
i nf or mat i on about  t he physi cal  wor l d,  whi ch st ands 
apar t  f r om t he or di nar y wor ki ngs of  cause and 
ef f ect ,  and whi ch i s i r r educi bl e t o any physi cal  
or gani zat i on. 8 
 

By separ at i ng physi cal  causes f r om audi bl e i mpr essi on,  

Scr ut on i s al so di st i ngui shi ng sounds f r om t ones:  sounds,  

when hear d as akousmat i c event s,  become t ones. 9 Thi s 

t r ansf or mat i on i s const i t ut i ve f or  t he exper i ence of  t he 

speci f i cal l y musi cal –i t  i s  musi c ’ s necessar y condi t i on.  

Unl ess one i s hear i ng sounds as t ones,  one i s not  r eal l y 

hear i ng “ musi c. ”  I n ot her  wor ds,  when we hear  a mel ody we 

ar e not  hear i ng j ust  a mer e sequence of  sounds.   The f act  

t hat  we under st and t he sequence as a mel ody wi t h a 

par t i cul ar  cont our  and r hyt hm shows t hat  we ar e l i s t eni ng i n 

a musi cal  way.  Hence,  we ar e not  i nt er est ed i n t he mel ody’ s 

mer e “ physi cal  or gani zat i on, ”  but  r at her  i t s speci f i cal l y 

musi cal  aspect s.  The mai nspr i ng behi nd t he t r ansf or mat i on i s 



a shi f t  of  at t ent i veness away f r om t he causal  domai n t owar ds 

t he domai n of  “ pur e event s. ”  I n musi c ’ s t empor al  wor l d,  pur e 

event s ar e j uxt aposed and pl aced i n successi on.  

At t ent i veness t o t he r el at i ons per cei ved wi t hi n and bet ween 

pur e event s compr i ses meani ngf ul  musi cal  l i s t eni ng.  Anyone 

who has l i s t ened t o ( or  r at her ,  par t i c i pat ed i n)  a 

per f or mance Cage’ s 4’ 33”  has exper i enced t hi s shi f t  i n 

at t ent i veness.  When appr oached wi t h akousmat i c ear s,  t he 

uni nt ended sounds i n t he hal l  become musi cal —one per cei ves 

connect i ons,  s i mi l ar i t i es,  di ssi mi l ar i t i es,  r hyt hms and 

t ext ur es.  The mél ange of  r ust l i ng and coughi ng becomes 

f i l l ed wi t h r hyt hms and t ones.  One becomes awar e of  t he 

subt l e shi f t i ng densi t y of  t he sounds we nor mal l y cal l  

backgr ound noi se.  The backgr ound becomes t he f or egr ound and 

we hear  i t  musi cal l y.   Thus,  even i n t he f ace of  t he musi c 

of  chance,  an at t ent i ve shi f t  wi l l  r eveal  an unknown 

aspect i v i t y,  uni nt ended si mi l ar i t i es and r el at i onshi ps—t he 

unvei l i ng of  a wor l d of  f i gur at i on.  As Cage has shown over  

and over  agai n,  al l  musi cal  hear i ng i s hear i ng- as.  Thus,  any 

exper i ence of  musi c wi l l  necessar i l y  i mpor t  met aphor s i nt o 

t he aur al  exper i ence.  I n musi cal  l i s t eni ng al l  sounds become 

t ones,  and al l  t ones ar e met aphor i cal .   

 As Scr ut on ar gues,  “ our  exper i ence of  musi c i nvol ves an 

el abor at e syst em of  met aphor s – met aphor s of  space,  

movement ,  and ani mat i on”  ( Scr ut on 80) .  We ar e bei ng 

met aphor i cal  when we descr i be a mel ody as r i s i ng or  f al l i ng,  

as r eachi ng a c l i max,  as movi ng up or  down i n t onal  space;  



we ar e al so bei ng met aphor i cal  when we descr i be a t empo as 

l i vel y,  br i sk,  s l ow but  not  dr aggi ng;  when we descr i be a 

mi nor  key as t r agi c,  a modul at i on as di st ant ,  or  a cadence 

as decept i ve.  But  ar e al l  t he di mensi ons and par amet er s of  

musi c capabl e of  bei ng met aphor i cal l y compr ehended? I s t hat  

al l  t her e i s t o t he exper i ence of  l i s t eni ng t o musi c? 

 As much as Scr ut on woul d l i ke t hi s t o be t he case,  

t her e i s one par amet er  of  musi c t hat  he cannot  account  f or :  

t i mbr e. 10  

I f  we ar e t o descr i be t i mbr e i t sel f …we f i nd 
our sel ves baf f l ed.  Ei t her  we i dent i f y t he t i mbr e 
t hr ough i t s physi cal  cause ( t he sound of  t he 
c l ar i net ) ,  or  we have r ecour se t o met aphor .  
( Consi der ,  f or  exampl e,  t he ext r aor di nar y sound of  
t he E maj or  chor d t hat  announces t he t r i umph of  
Br ünnhi l de’ s pl eas t o Wot an…How can we capt ur e 
t hi s i n wor ds,  except  as somet hi ng l i ke a sudden 
gol den bl aze?)  ( Scr ut on 77)  
 

We ar e i n a di l emma:  i f  we account  f or  t i mbr e t hr ough i t s 

physi cal  cause,  we br eak t he l aw of  t he akousmat i c r educt i on 

and f i nd our sel ves out si de t he t er r i t or y of  t he speci f i cal l y 

musi cal .  Yet ,  t he unconvi nci ng descr i pt i ve phr ase,  “ t he 

sudden gol den bl aze, ”  i s  unl i ke t he ot her  musi cal  met aphor s 

t hat  Scr ut on hol ds so dear .  Met aphor s of  ani mat i on and 

movement ,  whi ch ar e const i t ut i ve f or  t he exper i ence of  t he 

speci f i cal l y musi cal ,  ar e pr eci sel y t hose met aphor s t hat  

have become l i t er al  f or  us.  Mel odi es move up and down,  no 

scar e quot es necessar y.  But  not  t i mbr e because,  “ I n 

descr i bi ng t he t i mbr e of  a t one we ar e not  s i t uat i ng i t  i n 

t he musi cal  space;  nor  ar e we i dent i f y i ng anyt hi ng t hat  i s 

essent i al  t o i t  as a musi cal  i ndi v i dual ”  ( Scr ut on 77) .  Her e 



Scr ut on’ s met aphysi cs come t o t he f or e;  t i mbr e i s a non-

essent i al  met aphor .  Whi l e some met aphor s such as movement ,  

ani mat i on and even “ musi cal  space”  ar e necessar y f or  t he 

exper i ence of  t he speci f i cal l y musi cal ,  ot her s l i ke t he 

“ gol den bl aze”  of  t he br ass ar e c i r cumscr i bed and r ej ect ed.  

But ,  as deconst r uct i on has t r i ed t o t each us,  i t  i s  

i mpossi bl e t o det er mi ne whi ch met aphor s ar e essent i al  and 

whi ch ar e i nessent i al  i n t he const r uct i on of  meani ng. 11 

 Scr ut on’ s f ai l ur e t o successf ul l y account  f or  t i mbr e 

shakes our  conf i dence i n t he abi l i t y  of  met aphor i c 

compr ehensi on t o be an adequat e t r ansl at i on of  cont i nuous 

sensor y per cept i on.  The gap bet ween per cept i on and 

compr ehensi on i s due t o t he ver y pl eni t ude of  sensor y 

per cept i on;  no amount  of  compr ehensi on wi l l  ever  be abl e t o 

adequat el y capt ur e and r epr esent  sensat i on i n al l  of  i t s  

l i ved t ext ur e.  Ti mbr e,  i n al l  of  i t s  v i br ancy,  cannot  be 

r educed t o i t s descr i pt i ons or  schemat i zat i ons.  I n ot her  

wor ds,  t he t ext ur e of  exper i ence i s not  r educi bl e t o i t s 

st r uct ur e.  

 So what  ar e we t o make of  t hi s gap? Per haps,  i t  coul d 

become t he si t e f or  a musi cal - composi t i onal  pr oj ect :  a musi c 

f i xed on t i mbr e coul d pot ent i al l y  be a musi c abl e t o r edeem 

t hat  ver y t hi ng whi ch r emai ns out si de t he wor l d of  hear i ng-

as;  a musi c whi ch saves har moni c spect r a f r om t he 

st r angl ehol d of  met aphor ;  a musi c t hat  i s  no l onger  i nvest ed 

i n t he r epr esent at i on of  st r uct ur e,  but  r at her  i n t he sheer  

v i br ancy of  t ext ur e;  an ant i - met aphor i cal  musi c;  a musi c 



t hat  l i ber at es what  musi cal  convent i on,  hi st or y and 

educat i on have r epr essed.  A spect er  i s haunt i ng Eur opean 

musi c–t he spect er  of  spect r a.  

 Thi s i s what  Spect r al i sm t r i es t o achi eve.  Phi l i ppe 

Hur el ,  a composer  and t heor i st  of  t he Spect r al  school ,  

st at es t hi s goal  c l ear l y.  “ I n ef f ect ,  i t  i s  no l onger  t he 

gest ur e of  t he ar t i st  i n t he st udi o whi ch…ser ves as a model ,  

but  r at her  t he sonor ous phenomenon i t sel f . ” 12 Gest ur es must  

be r ej ect ed because t hey t ake on meani ng onl y wi t hi n a f i el d 

of  s i gni f i cat i on;  as t hi ngs- i n- t hemsel ves t hey ar e 

meani ngl ess,  usel ess.  Gest ur es ar e s i gns.  Hence,  t he c l ose 

r el at i on bet ween musi c not at i on and gest ur e;  not at i on i s 

“ onl y a symbol  t hat  gi ves a mor e or  l ess pr eci se i ndi cat i on 

t o t he per f or mer  of  what  gest ur e he shoul d make and what  

r esul t  he shoul d t r y t o pr oduce”  ( Mur ai l  158) .  I f  musi cal  

di scour se has t r adi t i onal l y been const r uct ed by t he 

j uxt aposi t i on and sequenci ng of  gest ur e upon gest ur e,  t hen 

gest ur e must  be r ej ect ed i n f avor  of  t he “ sonor ous phenomena 

i t sel f ”  whi ch now becomes t he “ model  of  musi cal l y 

expl oi t abl e st r uct ur e”  ( Hur el  262) .  The Spect r al i st  pr oj ect  

i s  i nt er est ed i n unf ol di ng t hi s sonor ous phenomenon over  

t i me,  cr eat i ng a composi t i on t hat  hol ds f ast  t o i t s 

“ el ement ar y at om of  musi c”  whi l e,  unl i ke Car t er ,  r esi st i ng 

t he t endency t o f al l  back i nt o gest ur e,  s i gni f i cat i on,  or  

r epr esent at i on.  

 Nat ur al l y,  al l  musi c has been i nt er est ed i n sound,  but  

Spect r al i sm t r i es t o mai nt ai n sound at  t he ver y t hr eshol d 



bef or e i t s t r ansf or mat i on i nt o r epr esent at i on.  Sound has 

been conf used wi t h i t s r epr esent at i ons.  Hence,  accor di ng t o 

Hur el ,  t he composer  must  deci de bet ween t wo al t er nat i ves:  

1)  t he choi ce of  mat er i al  whi ch t he composer  
subj ect s t o mul t i pl e t r ansf or mat i ons,  r hyt hmi c and 
i nt er val l i c  wor k,  al l  of  whi ch i nel uct abl y i mpl i es 
a pol yphoni c and mot i v i c wr i t i ng.  I n t hi s case 
t i mbr e appear s as a secondar y par amet er  and t he 
wor k pr oceeds i n t he t r adi t i onal  manner ,  even i f  
t he or chest r at i on i s hi ghl y r ef i ned…2)  t he choi ce 
of  acoust i c model s and pr ocesses connect ed t o 
per cept i on.  ( Hur el  264)  

 
 Two poi nt s ar e wor t hy of  not e.  Fi r st ,  t he di f f er ence 

bet ween t he t wo opt i ons depends on t he choi ce of  mat er i al .  

Her e t he quest i on concer ni ng musi cal  mat er i al  comes t o t he 

f or e.  I n t he f i r st  case,  “ sonor ous phenomena”  ar e 

i mmedi at el y subsumed by mot i v i c devel opment ,  var i at i on,  

r hyt hmi c t r ansf or mat i on and t he l i ke.  The sonor ous 

phenomenon gi ves up i t s i dent i t y t o par t i c i pat e i n 

“ t r ansf or mat i on. ”  Whi l e i n t he second case,  i t  i s  pr eci sel y 

t he uni queness of  t he “ sonor ous phenomenon”  t hat  i s 

pr eser ved.  I t  st ubbor nl y hol ds ont o i t s i dent i t y agai nst  t he 

onsl aught  of  “ t r ansf or mat i on. ”  Secondl y,  al l  “ sonor ous 

phenomena”  have t he possi bi l i t y  of  bei ng t r ansf or med;  al l  

sounds can becomes f i gur es.  Tr adi t i onal l y,  t hi s f i gur al  

possi bi l i t y  has capt ur ed t he i nt er est  of  composer s.  The 

movement  back and f or t h bet ween “ sonor ous phenomenon”  and 

“ t r ansf or mat i on”  i s al ways i mpl i c i t  i n musi cal  mat er i al .  The 

openi ng of  Beet hoven’ s Ni nt h Symphony and t he Tenebr oso of  

Ber g’ s Lyr i c Sui t e ar e t wo moment s i n t he vast  hi st or y of  

West er n musi c wher e t he scal e suddenl y veer s away f r om 



t r ansf or mat i ons and f i gur es t owar ds sheer  sonor ous 

phenomena;  musi cal  meani ngf ul ness i s di ssi pat ed when i t  

becomes sheer  sound. 13 Sound i s t he st ar t i ng poi nt  f or  

mot i v i c t r ansf or mat i on,  and mot i v i c t r ansf or mat i on can 

al ways be r educed back t o sound.   

I f  t hi s i s st i l l  vague,  we may be abl e t o f i nd some 

cl ar i t y by l ooki ng at  how anot her  di sci pl i ne,  l i t er ar y 

cr i t i c i sm,  negot i at es t he “ t r ansf or mat i on”  of  t he s i gni f i er ,  

f r om “ sonor ous phenomenon”  i nt o a meani ngf ul  s i gn.  I n t he 

f i nal  essay of  Al l egor i es of  Readi ng,  ent i t l ed “ Excuses” ,  

Paul  de Man r eads a passage f r om Rousseau’ s Conf essi ons t o 

expose t he subt l e compl exi t i es i nvol ved i n t he movement  of  

s i gni f i cat i on.  The passage f r om Rousseau r ecount s a shamef ul  

epi sode f r om hi s yout h,  whi ch de Man summar i zes ni cel y:  

“ Whi l e empl oyed as a ser vant  i n an ar i st ocr at i c 
Tur i n househol d,  Rousseau has st ol en a “ pi nk and 
si l ver  col or ed r i bbon. ”  When t he t hef t  i s  
di scover ed,  he accuses a young mai dser vant  of  
havi ng gi ven hi m t he r i bbon,  t he i mpl i cat i on bei ng 
t hat  she was t r y i ng t o seduce hi m. ”  14   

 
Rousseau gi ves t wo excuses f or  t he f al se accusat i on.  Fi r st ,  

because of  hi s desi r e f or  t he young mai dser vant ,  “ I  accused 

Mar i on of  havi ng done what  I  want ed t o do and of  havi ng 

gi ven me t he r i bbon because i t  was my i nt ent i on t o gi ve i t  

t o her . ”  ( de Man 284)  A compl i cat ed web of  i nt er subj ect i ve 

desi r es cr eat es a syst em of  subst i t ut i ons at  wor k i n t hi s 

excuse.  The f i r st  subst i t ut i on i s s i mpl e:  t he r i bbon i s a 

subst i t ut e f or  Rousseau’ s desi r e f or  Mar i on;  he i nt ended t o 

gi ve i t  t o Mar i on,  as a symbol  of  hi s f eel i ngs f or  her .   The 

second subst i t ut i on i s mor e compl ex and depends on 



r eci pr oci t y,  whi ch i s t he ver y condi t i on of  l ove f or  

Rousseau.   I f  Rousseau was wi l l i ng t o st eal  t he r i bbon f or  

Mar i on,  t hen r eci pr ocal l y,  “ Mar i on has t o be wi l l i ng t o 

subst i t ut e f or  Rousseau i n per f or mi ng t hi s act . ”  ( de Man 

284) .  As de Man not es,  “ We have at  l east  t wo l evel s of  

subst i t ut i on ( or  di spl acement )  t aki ng pl ace:  t he r i bbon 

subst i t ut i ng f or  a desi r e whi ch i s i t sel f  a desi r e f or  

subst i t ut i on.  Bot h ar e gover ned by t he same desi r e f or  

specul ar  symmet r y. . . Specul ar  f i gur es of  t hi s k i nd ar e 

met aphor s and i t  shoul d be not ed t hat . . . t he i nt r oduct i on of  

t he f i gur al  di mensi on i n t he t ext  occur s f i r st  by ways of  

met aphor . ”  ( de Man 284) .  Bor r owi ng f r om de Man,  I  woul d l i ke 

t o use t he t er m “ f i gur at i on”  t o cor r espond t o t hi s 

compl i cat ed phenomenon of  t he pr oduct i on of  t ext ual  meani ng,  

whet her  by subst i t ut i on or  ot her  means.  

But  t hi s i s not  t he end of  t he conf essi on.  Rousseau has 

anot her  excuse r eady t o account  f or  hi s act i ons;  but  r at her  

t han mut ual l y suppor t  each ot her ,  t hese t wo excuses act ual l y 

pr oduce a cont r adi ct i on.  The second excuse st at es t hat ,  “ She 

[ Mar i on]  was pr esent  t o my mi nd,  I  excused mysel f  on t he 

f i r st  t hi ng t hat  of f er ed i t sel f . ”  ( de Man 288)   Her e,  t he 

wor d “ Mar i on”  i s spoken l i ke a s l i p of  t he t ongue,  

unconsci ousl y.  Whi l e t he f i r st  excuse was causal  ( I  accused 

Mar i on because I  desi r ed her ) ,  t he second excuse i s 

cont i ngent  ( I  accuse Mar i on because she was t he f i r st  t hi ng 

t hat  of f er ed i t sel f ) .  The f i r st  excuse was Rousseau’ s 

conf essi on of  hi s consci ous i nt ent i on,  whi l e t he second 



excuse i s hi s conf essi on of  hi s unconsci ous ut t er ance.  As de 

Man descr i bes i t ,  “ Mar i on j ust  happened t o be t he f i r st  

t hi ng t hat  came t o mi nd;  any ot her  name,  any ot her  wor d,  any 

ot her  sound or  noi se coul d have done j ust  as wel l  and 

Mar i on’ s ent r y i nt o t he di scour se i s a mer e ef f ect  of  

chance.  She i s a f r ee s i gni f i er . . . ”  ( de Man 288)  De Man’ s 

chai n of  descr i pt i ve t er ms ( name- wor d- sound- noi se)  ni cel y 

capt ur es t he movement  f r om t he st r i ct  speci f i c i t y of  t he 

pr oper  name t owar ds t he noi sy gener al i t y of  t he f r ee 

s i gni f i er .  By t he end of  t hi s movement ,  t he s i gni f i er  

“ Mar i on”  has become ut t er l y f or mal ,  l i ke an al gebr ai c 

var i abl e.  Any ot her  noi se or  sound woul d have done j ust  as 

wel l .  “ Mar i on”  has become pur e sound and,  accor di ng t o t he 

l ogi c of  Rousseau’ s second excuse,  any ot her  sound coul d 

have been subst i t ut ed i n i t s pl ace.  The sound “ Mar i on”  has 

been dr ai ned of  al l  i nt ent i onal i t y.  Thus,  i n cont r ast  t o t he 

t er m “ f i gur at i on” ,  I  woul d l i ke t o use t he t er m 

“ f or mal i zat i on”  t o cor r espond t o t he r educt i on of  t ext ual  

meani ng t o sheer  noi se.  

One l ast  poi nt .  Rousseau’ s excuses ar e conf essed af t er  

t he f act ,  i n or der  t o c l ear  up “ t he di scr epancy. . . bet ween 

t he “ sent i ment  i nt ér i eur ”  t hat  accompani ed ( or  pr ompt ed?)  

t he act  and t he act  i t sel f . ”  ( de Man 280)  But  whi ch 

“ sent i ment ”  ar e we t o bel i eve? When Rousseau says “ Mar i on”  

ar e we t o under st and t hi s ut t er ance i n i t s f i gur al  sense,  as 

ar t i cul at i ng a web of  l i bi di nal  subst i t ut i ons;  or  ar e we t o 

under st and i t  i n i t s f or mal  sense,  as a cont i ngent  l ump of  



i nt ent i onl ess soni c mat er i al ? What ’ s mor e,  how can we be 

cer t ai n t hat  ei t her  of  t hese excuses t r ul y descr i be 

Rousseau’ s i nt er i or  sent i ment s? We ar e f or ced t o t ake 

Rousseau’ s wor d f or  i t .  And t hat  begs t he ent i r e quest i on of  

t he f i gur at i ve and f or mal  di mensi ons of  s i gni f i cat i on.   

So how can t hi s possi bl y hel p us t al k about  musi c? I  

wi l l  t r y t o show t he ut i l i t y  of  di scussi ng musi cal  mat er i al  

i n t er ms of  f i gur at i on and f or mal i zat i on i n one ver y 

speci f i c  exampl e:  Gér ar d Gr i sey’ s Par t i el s.  I  have chosen 

t hi s pi ece because of  i t s  exempl ar y st at us;  Par t i el s i s a 

model  of  t he Spect r al i st  aest het i c. 15 At  t he ver y openi ng of  

t he scor e,  t he t r ombone ( doubl ed by t he cont r abasses)  pl ays 

a l ow E,  and soon t he r est  of  t he or chest r a i s pl ayi ng 

pi t ches al so pr esent  i n t he har moni c spect r um of  t hi s not e.  

Up t hr ough t he t ent h par t i al ,  al l  t he pi t ches t hat  we woul d 

or di nar i l y  f i nd i n a domi nant  ni nt h chor d ar e pr esent  ( wi t h 

a sevent h t hat  i s s l i ght l y t oo f l at ) :  E,  B,  G- shar p,  D,  and 

F- shar p.  Of  cour se,  t o cal l  i t  a domi nant  ni nt h chor d 

i mpl i es t hat  we ar e hear i ng t hi s “ soni c ent i t y”  as a 

pot ent i al  par t i c i pant  i n a t onal  har moni c syst em,  wher e 

domi nant  ni nt h chor ds have f ai r l y speci f i c  f unct i ons.  Or ,  t o 

say i t  anot her  way,  l abel i ng t hi s chor d as a “ domi nant  

ni nt h”  i mpl i es t hat  we have t r ansf or med t he “ soni c 

phenomenon, ”  t he f or mal i zat i on,  i nt o f i gur at i on.  Once 

f i gur ed,  t hi s domi nant  ni nt h has a pot ent i al  har moni c 

meani ng;  maybe i t  i s  t he E domi nant  ni nt h chor d t hat  opens 

Fr anck’ s Sonat a f or  Vi ol i n and Pi ano,  awai t i ng i t s 



r esol ut i on t o an A maj or  t r i ad.  Regar dl ess,  t hi s chor d has 

t he pot ent i al  t o become f i gur al ,  and t hi s possi bi l i t y  must  

be f or ecl osed by Spect r al i sm.  Hur el  descr i bes t he f amous 

openi ng chor d of  Par t i el s i n exact l y t hi s manner .  

To hear  i t  as a chor d t ype seems t o me t o r eveal  a 
per ver si on of  t he ear ,  a hear i ng t hat  woul d be 
t onal :  t he super posi t i on of  a f undament al  and i t s 
har moni cs does not  sound l i ke a domi nant  ni nt h 
chor d,  i f  one under st ands t hat  i t  i s  never  
connot ed by t he musi cal  cont ext .  ( Hur el  263)  
 

The chor d cannot  connot e anyt hi ng because connot at i on i s 

i t sel f  t he pr obl em f or  Spect r al i sm.  Mor eover ,  t he need t o 

f or ecl ose upon t he possi bi l i t y  of  connot at i on,  upon al l  

f i gur at i on,  st r i kes me as obsessi ve:  “ sonor ous phenomena”  

ar e one- si dedl y val ued as t he ne pl us ul t r a of  composi t i on.  

 What  suppor t s t he one- si dedness i s sci ence.  The t i mbr al  

st r uct ur e of  sounds can be sci ent i f i cal l y anal yzed,  

decomposed i nt o i t s spect r um of  s i newaves and t r anscr i bed as 

a sonogr am wi t h t he ai d of  a comput er .  I n addi t i on,  each 

par t i al  i n t he spect r um can be t r acked over  t he cour se of  

t he sound’ s exi st ence.  The br i ef  l i f e and deat h of  a sound 

t hen becomes t he model  f or  t empor al  f or m i n gener al .  As 

Jér ôme Bai l l et  ar gues i n a r ecent  monogr aph on Gr i sey,  al l  

ot her  met hods of  wor ki ng wi t h t i me become ar bi t r ar y i n t he 

f ace t hi s empi r i cal  f act :  

Now i t  i s  obvi ous t hat  t he maj or i t y of  musi c 
composed i n t he 50’ s and 60’ s cul t i vat ed 
ar bi t r ar i ness t o an ext r eme degr ee.  Per haps never  
has musi c been so gener al l y negl i gent  of  t he 
necessi t y of  t empor al  pr ogr essi on as i n t hat  er a 
whi ch one wi t nesses i n t he concept s of  “ open 
f or ms” ,  t he “ al l - over  musi cal ” ,  t he Moment - f or m 
or ,  mor e gl obal l y,  t he assi mi l at i on of  musi cal  
f or m t o spat i al  pr oj ect i on. 16 



 
Thi s c l ai m pr escr i bes t hat  al l  composi t i onal  wor k must  come 

f r om t he sound i t sel f .  To avoi d ar bi t r ar i ness ever yt hi ng 

must  r emai n as c l ose as possi bl e t o t he pr esumed or i gi n.  

Har mony must  come f r om t he t i mbr al  spect r um;  f or m must  come 

f r om t he at t ack and decay of  i t s  par t i al s.  Obj ect i ve and 

f or mal i zed,  sound i t sel f  becomes t he f et i shi zed i dol  ar ound 

whi ch t he Spect r al i st s const r uct  t hei r  myt h.   

  

 Scr ut on’ s account  of  t he l i s t eni ng exper i ence r eveal ed 

t he gap bet ween met aphor i cal  compr ehensi on and sensor y 

per cept i on.  Yet ,  t he pr obl em wi t h Scr ut on’ s account  i s i t s 

i nabi l i t y  t o deal  wi t h musi cal  phenomena,  l i ke t i mbr e,  whi ch 

r esi st  met aphor .  We can f aul t  Scr ut on f or  t aki ng t he s i de of  

f i gur at i on over  f or mal i zat i on but  we can al so f aul t  t he 

Spect r al i st s f or  doi ng j ust  t he opposi t e.  As t he comment ar y 

concer ni ng Par t i el s shows,  t he Spect r al i st  concept i on val ues 

f or mal i zat i on at  t he expense of  f i gur at i on.   

 However ,  what  bot h Scr ut on and t he Spect r al i st s 

shar e i s t he i nabi l i t y  t o r ecogni ze t he i ndi ssol ubl e 

connect i on bet ween f i gur at i on and f or mal i zat i on.  I f  we have 

cor r ect l y l ear ned our  l esson f r om Rousseau ( v i a de Man) ,  t he 

cont r adi ct or y excuses of  Scr ut on and Hur el  ar e much mor e 

i nt i mat el y connect ed t han ei t her  woul d l i ke t o bel i eve.  Thi s 

shoul d l ead us t o a new poi nt - of - v i ew:  a musi cal  aest het i c 

must  deal  wi t h t he i nt er act i ons of  f or mal i zat i on and 

f i gur at i on,  or  be doomed t o cont i nual l y di scount i ng i t s 

ot her .  I  cal l  t hi s t he " t r opol ogi cal "  poi nt - of - v i ew.  



Tr opol ogy i nvest i gat es t he manner  i n whi ch f or ms become 

f i gur es,  or  t o put  i t  l ess abst r act l y,  t he manner  i n whi ch 

sounds ar e t r ansf or med i nt o t ones and t ones ar e r educed t o 

sounds.  I n ot her  wor ds,  t r opol ogy i s t he f i el d i n whi ch t he 

mat er i al i t y  and phenomenal i t y of  t he s i gn ar e seen i n t hei r  

i nt er act i on;  t hus,  i t  r eveal s t he const r uct i on and t he 

r educt i on of  meani ng.   

 I f  we appr oach Car t er  f r om our  ear l i er  per spect i ve,  

wher e “ sound”  and “ r epr esent at i on”  wer e adver sar i es,  t hen a 

wor k l i ke t he Doubl e Concer t o i s bound t o be a f ai l ur e.  But  

l ooki ng at  t he same wor k f r om a t r opol ogi cal  poi nt  of  v i ew,  

wher e t he goal  of  t he wor k i s t o r eveal  t he const r uct i on and 

r educt i on of  meani ng,  t he musi c t akes on a new r el evance.   

I n Car t er ’ s syst emat i c composi t i onal  pr act i ces f our  br oad 

domai ns bear  t he br unt  of  t hi s t r opol ogi cal  pr oj ect :  1)  

dr amat i s per sonae,  2)  har mony,  3)  pol yr hyt hm,  and 4)  f or m.  

 1)  Dr amat i s Per sonae:  Car t er ’ s musi cal  di scour se i s 

st r uct ur ed by t he j uxt aposi t i on,  co- oper at i on and 

i nt er penet r at i on of  i nst r ument al i st s,  or  i nst r ument al  

gr oups,  act i ng as dr amat i s per sonae.  An exempl ar y pi ece i s 

t he 2nd St r i ng Quar t et ,  wher e each i nst r ument al i st  i s  

char act er i zed t hr ough i t s st y l e of  per f or mance:  v i r t uoso 

agi l i t y ,  af f ect i ve l ament at i on,  dut i f ul  t i me- keepi ng and 

expr essi ve r ubat o. 17 The si mul t anei t y of  di st i nct  musi cal  

per sonal i t i es i s absol ut el y f undament al  and shoul d be t he 

poi nt  of  depar t ur e f or  any anal ysi s of  Car t er ’ s musi c.   



 Thi s f eat ur e can al so be i nt er pr et ed i n l i ght  of  t he 

const r uct i on and r educt i on of  meani ng i n a t r opol gi cal  

wor l d.  The char act er s have a dual  s i gni f i cance:  on t he one 

hand,  t hey ar e c l ear l y ar bi t r ar i l y  assi gned,  t hey ar e 

per soni f i cat i ons,  and hence t r opes,  whi ch t he l i s t ener  

under st ands as such.   Yet  t hey al so r emai n consi st ent  

t hr ough t he ent i r e dr amat ur gy of  t he pi ece.  The dr amat i s 

per sonae ar e at  no poi nt  r eveal ed t o be mer e const r uct i ons:  

t hey appear  as const r uct i ons a pr i or i .  I n t hi s sense t hey 

shar e much wi t h t he r ol e of  convent i ons i n t he Cl assi cal  

per i od.  The r het or i cal  dr amat ur gy of  Mozar t  r el i es on t he 

cl ose j uxt aposi t i on and subst i t ut i on of  convent i ons r api dl y 

under cut t i ng one anot her .  For  exampl e,  t ake t he exposi t i on 

of  Mozar t ’ s F Maj or  Sonat a,  K.  332: 18 i n a span of  j ust  over  

sevent y bar s,  Mozar t  i ncl udes a f our  measur e phr ase i n a 

s i mpl e vocal  st y l e answer ed by i t s par ody i n a l ear ned 

cont r apunt al  set t i ng;  t en measur es of  hunt  cal l s;  a St ur m 

und Dr ang t r ansi t i on t o t he domi nant ,  emphasi z i ng 

ar peggi at ed si xt eent h- not e f i gur es and augment ed- si xt h 

chor ds af t er  t he manner ed st y l e of  C.  P.  E.  Bach;  and 

f i nal l y a symmet r i cal  mi nuet  t une,  i nt er r upt ed by mor e St ur m 

und Dr ang,  t o c l ose t he exposi t i on.  As musi col ogi st  Wendy 

Al l anbr ook says,  “ Mozar t  makes pal pabl e t he human dr ama…by 

i mi t at i ng var i ous human gest ur es al ong i t s ar ch”  ( Al l anbr ook 

8) .  I  woul d ar gue t hat  t hi s coul d al so ser ve as a 

descr i pt i on of  Car t er ’ s own dr amat ur gi cal  pr act i ce. 19 The 

j uxt aposi t i ons of  convent i ons i n t he l at e Mozar t  f or ce t he 



l i s t ener  t o ask,  “ What  coul d possi bl y be hol di ng al l  t hi s 

r het or i c t oget her ?”  and Car t er  goes f ur t her  by ar t i cul at i ng 

bot h t he r het or i c and i t s cont i ngent  basi s.  

 2)  Har mony:  As a subst i t ut e f or  t onal i t y,  Car t er  has 

devel oped hi s own syst em f or  handl i ng pi t ch.  As a way of  

gi v i ng f l esh t o t he dr amat i s per sonae,  i nt er val s ar e 

par t i t i oned and di v i ded bet ween i nst r ument s or  gr oups of  

i nst r ument s.  I nt er val l i c  consi st ency i s Car t er ’ s pr i mar y way 

of  gi v i ng mel odi c coher ence t o hi s char act er s.  Thi s pr act i ce 

f i nds i t s st r i ct  r eal i zat i on i n t he 2nd St r i ng Quar t et  and 

t he Doubl e Concer t o ( wor ks wr i t t en s i mul t aneousl y i n t he 

l at e 50’ s)  and cont i nues up t hr ough hi s most  r ecent  musi c.  

I n t he f or mer  each i nst r ument al i st  i s  di f f er ent i at ed t hr ough 

an i nt er val l i c  l anguage—a di f f er ent i at i on necessar y due t o 

t he t i mbr al  uni f or mi t y of  t he st r i ng quar t et .  The 

ar bi t r ar i ness of  par t i t i oni ng i nt er val s i s whol l y appar ent  

but ,  i n t he l at er  musi c,  Car t er  ar t i f i c i al l y  “ der i ves”  hi s 

i nt er val l i c  par t i t i oni ng.  I n Enchant ed Pr el udes,  t he 

i nt er val s ar e der i ved f r om an al l  t r i ad hexachor d,  whi ch 

when combi ned wi t h i t s i nver si on,  y i el ds an al l  i nt er val  12-

not e chor d ( see Fi gur e 3) .  As t he pi ece unf ol ds,  t he 

har moni c l anguage becomes mor e speci f i c ;  namel y,  t he pi ece 

moves f r om 12- not e chor ds t o 6- not e chor ds t o par t i cul ar  

i nt er val s.  But  f r om t he pr e- composi t i onal  poi nt  of  v i ew,  t he 

pr ocess moves i n t he opposi t e di r ect i on.  The 6-  and 12- not e 

chor ds ar e r et r ospect i vel y chosen t o j ust i f y Car t er ’ s 

i nt er val l i c  deci s i ons.  Car t er  har mony i s “ pr e- est abl i shed”  



r at her  t han based on spect r a.  I n opposi t i on t o Spect r al i sm’ s 

obsessi ve at t achment  t o an empi r i cal  and ver i f i abl e ser i es 

of  over t ones,  Car t er ’ s har mony appear s whol l y ar bi t r ar y.  

Yet ,  t hi s wor ks t o hi s advant age because,  i n Car t er ’ s 

composi t i onal  wor l d,  pi t ch i s secur ed t o dr amat ur gi cal  ends.  

 3)  Pol yr hyt hm:  Car t er ’ s st r uct ur al  pol yr hyt hms act  as 

t he obj ect i ve scaf f ol d upon whi ch t he dr amat i s per sonae act  

out  t hei r  gest ur es.  Typi cal l y,  Car t er  pi cks a pai r  of  

const r ast i ng r hyt hms whi ch wi l l  meet  at  t he begi nni ng and 

end of  t he wor k.  For  exampl es,  i n Ni ght  Fant asi es ( 1980)  f or  

sol o pi ano,  t he t wo r hyt hms pul se at  8. 75 and 10. 8 beat s per  

mi nut e.  At  t he t hi r d measur e of  t he wor k t he t wo r hyt hms 

begi n.  Dur i ng t he cour se of  t he pi ece ever y s i ngl e pul se of  

t hese t wo r hyt hms i s ar t i cul at ed unt i l  t hey r each t hei r  

f i nal  meet i ng poi nt ,  exact l y 20 mi nut es l at er ,  at  t he f i nal  

bar  of  t he wor k.  At  moment s of  ext r eme f or mal i zat i on,  t he 

r hyt hmi c scaf f ol di ng i t sel f  t akes cent er  st age.  ( See t he 

pi ano cadenza at  measur es 567 f f .  i n t he Doubl e Concer t o or  

t he cont i nual  r et ur n of  t he mat er i al  mar ked t r anqui l o i n 

Ni ght  Fant asi es. )  At  ot her  moment s t he pol yr hyt hms ar e 

bur i ed under neat h t he musi cal  f i gur at i ons.  But  bet ween t he 

t wo co- i nci dences at  t he begi nni ng and t he end,  ever y moment  

i n t he pi ece i s st r uct ur ed accor di ng t o a uni que 

r el at i onshi p i n t he pol yr hyt hm.  

 Pol yr hyt hm al so l eads t owar ds st r uct ur al  ambi val ence:  

one t r aj ect or y of  r hyt hmi c act i on can never  have mor e t han 

l ocal  pr omi nence.  Gest ur es ar e cont i nual l y bei ng under cut  



by t he di s j unct i on of  ot her  t r aj ect or i es.  Pol yr hyt hm has a 

di al ect i cal  f unct i on:  i t  or gani zes and co- or di nat es one 

t r aj ect or y at  t he expense of  anot her .  Hence,  t hei r  co-

or di nat i on and co- i nci dence act  as s i gni f i cant  f or mal  

maker s wi t hi n t he pi eces.   

 4)  For m:  Char act er i st i cal l y,  t he st r uct ur al  pol yr hyt hms 

t hat  or gani ze t he r hyt hmi c wor l d do not  have a co- i nci dence 

at  t he f i r st  not e of  t he scor e.  Ther e i s al ways a br i ef  

exor di um and per or at i on whi ch st and,  i n a cer t ai n sense,  

out si de t he musi cal  di scour se pr oper .  These f r ami ng 

mechani sms,  f i r st  used i n t he Doubl e Concer t o,  ar e 

pr ogr ammat i cal l y model ed on t he col l i s i on of  t he at oms f r om 

Lucr et i us,  as di scussed ear l i er . 20 They cr eat e a dual i sm i n 

Car t er ’ s wor ks:  out s i de t he f r ame,  a r eal m of  at omi c 

mat er i al i t y  t hat  i s  non- di scur si ve and di st i nct  f r om t he 

dr amat ur gy pr oper  and,  wi t hi n t he f r ame,  a r eal m of  

di scur si veness,  dr amat ur gy,  act i on,  convent i on,  and i dent i t y 

( see Fi gur e 4a and 4b) . 21 The f r ame r emoves t he necessi t y f or  

an i nt er nal ,  dr amat ur gi cal  deconst r uct i on of  musi cal  

mat er i al ,  because i t  ar t i cul at es t he ont ol ogi cal  st at us of  

t he dr amat ur gy qua met aphor .   

 

 And t hi s i s t he cr ux.  Wher e Scr ut on and Mur ai l  become 

f i xat ed on a s i ngl e di mensi on of  musi cal  t r opol ogy,  such as 

“ sonor ous phenomenon”  or  “ t one” ,  Car t er  expl or es t he 

t r opol ogi cal  wor l d i n i t s ent i r et y.  As Rousseau’ s ut t er ance 



“ Mar i on”  exempl i f i es,  i t  mat t er s l i t t l e wher e we st ar t  i n 

t he pr ocess of  f i gur at i on,  any f or mal i zed begi nni ng wi l l  do.  

Unl i ke t he spect r al  anal yses of  Mur ai l  and Gr i sey,  Car t er ’ s 

st ar t i ng poi nt  i s  al ways cont i ngent –a subj ect i vel y chosen 

par t i t i oni ng of  i nt er val s and a gr i d of  pol yr hyt hms.  But  at  

t he same t i me,  Car t er ’ s f i gur at i on wor ks consi st ent l y and 

f ai t hf ul l y upon i t s f or mal ,  cont i ngent  f oundat i on.  Thus,  an 

essent i al  aspect  of  t he t r opol ogi cal  wor l d i s capt ur ed;  

t r opol ogy,  whi ch i s concer ned wi t h t he const r uct i on and 

r educt i on of  meani ng,  i s bot h consi st ent  and cont i ngent .  I n 

di st i nct i on t o some et er nal ,  t r anscendent  essence,  whi ch 

coul d guar ant ee and secur e meani ng,  t r opol ogy ar gues t hat  

our  f or mal i zat i ons ar e cont i ngent  i mpr essi ons,  appr ehended 

i n sensat i on,  upon whi ch meani ngf ul  wor l ds ar e f ai t hf ul l y 

const r uct ed.  Car t er ’ s wor ks,  by i ncl udi ng t he f ul l  r ange of  

t r opol ogi cal  possi bi l i t i es,  dr aw a par al l el  bet ween t he 

musi cal  wor l d and t he meani ngf ul  wor l d we i nhabi t .  Thi s i s 

possi bl e because t r opol ogy,  as a t heor y of  meani ng,  

descr i bes t he st r uct ur e,  or  “ ar chi t ect ur e, ”  shar ed by bot h 

wor l ds.      

 I f  our  i nvest i gat i on began wi t h t he at t empt  t o di scover  

t hat  el usi ve “ el ement ar y at om of  musi c, ”  we must  now 

concl ude t hat  t hi s “ at om”  i s i next r i cabl y t i ed t o t he 

const r uct i ons we base upon i t .  I n opposi t i on t o Mur ai l ,  new 

musi c need not  spend i t s ener gi es t r y i ng t o out smar t  and 

anni hi l at e educat i on,  cul t ur e,  hi st or y,  or  what ever  i s 

cur r ent l y bei ng demoni zed.  The poi nt  of  new musi c i s t o 



capt ur e t he “ ar chi t ect ur e”  of  meani ng.  And as our  physi cal  

wor l d changes mat er i al l y ,  t hr ough t echnol ogy,  pol i t i cs,  

cul t ur e,  and educat i on,  we i magi ne our  meani ngf ul  wor l d t o 

change i t sel f  accor di ngl y.  Thus,  a musi c whi ch f or ces 

r ef l ect i on upon t he manner  i n whi ch we const r uct  meani ng,  a 

musi c whi ch i mi t at es and embodi es t he var i abi l i t y  and f l ux 

of  t he wor l d,  coul d be a power f ul  t ool  f or  seei ng our  wor l d 

f r om a per spect i ve ot her  t han t hat  gi ven by t el evi s i on,  

magazi nes,  f i l ms,  adver t i s i ng,  r adi o and ot her  f or ms of  mass 

medi at i on.  Thi s may al so hel p t o expl ai n t he r ecoi l  t hat  

many peopl e f eel  i n t he f ace of  new musi c:  i n a wor l d l i ke 

our s,  whi ch appear s i ncr easi ngl y dar k and t r ansi t or y,  new 

musi c may be f ul f i l l i ng i t s t ask t oo wel l .  



Figure 1. Co-ordination of tempi, intervals and groups in the Double Concerto. 

 

 



 
Figure 2. The co-incident downbeats that end the exordium of the Double Concerto. 
The bottom group of tempi collide at measure 45, while the top group collide one 
measure later . 
 

 

 

 
 
 



Figure 3. Three step der ivation of intervals in Enchanted Preludes. From 1) an all-
interval 12-note chord (i.e., all 11 chromatic intervals are stacked ver tically to form 
a chord that contains all 12 chromatic notes) Carter  der ives 2) the all-interval 
hexachord (i.e., a six-note chord that contains all 12 possible three note chords as 
subsets) and 3) par titions the full set of chromatic intervals to either  flute or  cello. 
This “ naturalistic”  der ivation is retrospectively arranged to arr ive at step three. 

 

 



Figure 4a. Ar ticulation of the dualistic frame in Elliott Car ter ’s Triple Duo. Before 
the structural polyrhythm begins, the instruments per form their  character istic 
gestures in an atomized fashion. The collision marking the beginning of the 
structural polyrhythm begins the dramaturgy proper . 

 
© 1983 by Hendon Musi c,  I nc. ,  a Boosey & Hawkes company.  
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Figure 4b. The drama reaches its final culmination in a collision marking the arr ival 
point of the structural polyrhythm. After  this moment, the music disintegrates into a 
scatter ing of atoms. 

 
© 1983 by Hendon Musi c,  I nc. ,  a Boosey & Hawkes company.  
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