That El usive “El enentary Atom of Misic”

by Brian Kane

“I't is self-evident that nothing concerning art is
sel f-evident anynore, not its inner life, not its relation
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to the world, not even its right to exist. Thi s fanous
openi ng sentence of Adorno’s is especially applicable to the
field with which Adorno was so concer ned—hew nusi c.
Cont enporary conposers acutely feel the problemof nusic’s
right to exist: while relying on the perforners, audi ences
and institutions of new nmusic to bring their nusic into
exi stence, they also feel the antipathy of the sane
performers, audiences, and institutions towards “new nusic”
in general. Mreover, different schools of conposition spend
just as much time criticizing their fell ow conposers’ works
as do the critics in the pages of newspapers and nagazi nes.
If we want to see just how bad it has beconme we need
not | ook further than the pages of the New Yorker. In a
recent broadside on German nusic, Al ex Ross sets his sights

on Germany’s current “great man,” Hel nut Lachenmann. O
course, “there is no denying Lachenmann’s virtuosity; he is
able to arrange the unlikeliest assortnent of sounds—flutes
bl own at the wong end, cellos bowed in places other than
the strings, papers crinkled, sheet nmetal banged with rods—

into an intermttently gripping narrative.Lachenmann has



repeat edly enphasi zed the novelty and uncont am nated aspect
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of his sound worl ds. But Ross’ critique centers on
Lachenmann’ s use of “uncontam nated” (read, anti-populist)
sounds. Ross continues, “The notion that popularity destroys
the purity of art is so cherished in Gernman-speaki ng | ands—
and, it should be said, on Anerican coll ege canpuses-that it
takes on the solidity of religious belief.” However, the
religious zealot is not the only figure that Lachenmann
resenbl es:

“The talk of ‘contam nation’.is redolent of turn-

of -t he-century pseudo-scientific textbooks about

the invasion of German culture by alien bodies. At

the very least, Htler still casts a nysterious

spell over the nusic scene..” (Ross 70).

According to Ross, the spirit of totalitarianismis alive
and well in German new nusic. Thankfully, that can’t happen
here in America—-except on col |l ege canpuses, of course! Is it
any wonder orchestras are afraid to play new nusic?

This little anecdote raises a sinple question: Wuat
went wong with new nusic? Tristan Miurail, one of France’'s
nost fanous |iving conposers and, along with Gerard Gi sey,
t he nost prom nent nenber of the group known as the
Spectralists,”® tries to answer this question in a recent
essay. He di agnoses the problem as such:

Qur conception of music is held prisoner by our

education. Al has been cut into slices, put into

categories, classified, limted. There is a

conceptual error fromthe very beginning: the

conposer does not work with 12 notes, x rhythmc

figures, x dynamc markings, all infinitely

per nut abl e~he works with sound and tinbre. Sound
has been confused with its representations..



According to Miurail, if newnusic is to survive, it nust
return to a sinple fact. Like the carpenter who works with
wood and nails, or the scul ptor who works with chisel and
stone, sound and tinbre are the basic materials with which
t he conposer fashions his nusic. If the nusic of today has
|l ost its audience and even its right to exist, it is because
sound and tinbre have becone confused with our concepts of
notes, dynam cs and figures. The abstractions we use to
conprehend sound and tinbre have becone their very

repl acenent. Neverthel ess, sound and tinbre are the eternal
sources fromwhich nusic perpetually enmerges, and to which
music is conpelled to return. For Miurail, conposers mnust
becone reawakened to nusic’'s original material if new nusic
is to flourish.

Yet, | feel that we should take Murail’s diagnosis with
caution. The whole story smacks of nyth. If only we can
return to the origin then all will be saved. However, | do
not want to dismss Mirail out of hand because he
underscores an inportant state of affairs. In the attenpt to
assess the contenporary situation of nusic, conposers are
often thrust back onto the question of “nusical material.”
Is the material of nusic notes and figures, or is it sound
and tinbre? For Murail, “note and sound are not the sane,
nor is the note any |longer the elenentary ‘atom of nusic”
(Murail 158). What is the elenentary “atonf of nusic? Wat
is this smallest, indivisible part, upon which conposers

shoul d build-up their musical world? Miurail has given us one



answer —hanel y, sound and tinbre. In this essay | hope to
pursue the question, keeping Mirail’s suggestion in mnd but
al so investigating other possibilities. | hope to show that
Murail’s position, and the position held by many ot her
conposers of the Spectralist school, is useful for grasping
the distinction between notes and sounds. But, | wll also
try to show that the whole question of what constitutes “the
el ementary atomof nusic,” or what | amcalling the question
concerning nusical material, can be pushed much further

al ong. By unfolding of the question of nusical material

hope to give a constructive critique of the Spectrali st
position and a counter-exanple to it in the work of conposer

Elliott Carter.

When Murail speaks of the “elenmentary atom of nusic,”
it is clear that he is not making an anal ogy to the atom of
gquant um physics, wth it sub-atom c particles and
Hei senber gi an uncertainties, but rather to the atomin its
cl assical conception, where it acts as the snall est,
indivisible particle fromwhich the world is construct ed.
However, Miurail is not the only nmusician to have seen an
anal ogy between nusic and atomsm Elliott Carter, in his
Doubl e Concerto, constructed a chanber piece inspired by the
classical atomc theory of Lucretius’ De rerumnatura. In an
intervieww th Italian nusicol ogi st Enzo Restagno, Carter
descri bes how he conceived of the anal ogy between the

musi cal atom and the cl assical atom



The literary idea that turned into a conpositiona
project was taken from De rerum natura by
Lucretius. Follow ng Lucretius’ cosnogony, |

concei ved the idea of sound atons falling and
formng a nusical work. Since the poemends with a

description of the Plague of Athens, | also

concei ved a dissolution of the nmusic that woul d
correspond to the literary subject. | identified
each interval with a given tenpo, and | laid out a

broad texture that would include all the intervals

and their tenpi.At a certain point | realized that

this idea of intervals repeated at different tenpi

could coincide with the image of the form ng of

the universe as described by Lucretius.’
The connection between the nmusic and the phil osophy of
at om sm deserves sone unpacking. In the Epicurean physics,
the cosnos is ontologically constituted by two givens:
atons, and the void through which atons nove. Epicurean
atom sm borrows its ontol ogy from Denocritus, whose atom c
systemis conventionally thought to have synthesized
Par meni dean permanence and Heraclitean flux: the atons are
the indestructible, permanent entities, whose various
conbi nations, collisions, and notions engender the flux of
continual inpermanence and change. In Carter’s anal ogy,
"interval” is aligned wwth “atom” and “tenpo” is aligned
with the “atomc notion.” Intervals are “atomc” in the
sense that they have a clear identity and can be conbi ned
wi th one another to produce, chords, harnonic fields,
spectra, nelodies, and so forth. A nusical ear learns to
identify intervals as clearly graspable sonic entities.
Tenpo, al though harder for a listener to identify in
absolute quantitative or netronomc ternms, is understood in

relation to other tenpi as being faster or slower. One of

the dangers that Carter faces in trying to align and co-



ordinate interval and tenpo is utter nonotony. If all the
intervals in a piece of nmusic are rigidly pre-determ ned by
a tenpo, how can a conposer generate enough harnonic variety
and contrast to keep the piece nusically conpelling? This
musi cal problem has a counterpart in classical atomsm if
all the atons are falling through the void in the sane
direction and at the sane rate, how could they neet and give
rise to our world? Carter’s nusical solution is anal ogous to
the classical atom c solution.

The idea of Lucretius that is nost strongly

reflected [in the Double Concerto] is that of the

falling atonms. If their fall were perfectly

vertical, however, they would never neet, and

could never give rise to reality. Lucretius, as we

know, gets around that problem by introducing the

i dea of clinamen® — that is, a deviation fromthe

vertical axis that allows the atons to neet. The

progressi ve decel eration of the nmetronone

mar ki ngs..L.s the equival ent of the clinanen,

because this is the only way in which the

i nterval s/atons can escape froma vertical fal

whi ch woul d never give rise to any shape. (Carter

64)

By setting up a proportional scale of tenpi, different
intervals nove at different rates. This creates a grid that
is constantly realigning intervals into new conbi nations,
and t hus produces constant harnoni c change and

j uxt aposi tion.

The chart reproduced as Figure 1 shows the connection
bet ween tenpo and interval in the Doubl e Concerto: ten tenpi
are organi zed proportionally as a series of gradations from
35 to 17.5 beats per mnute. Each interval is assigned a
tenpo and an instrunmental group. The basic drama of the

piece is a conflict between the solo activities of either



the harpsichord or the piano, each supported by a group of
i nstrunments. The convergence of the “atons” is found in the
huge collision that ends the exordiumat mm 45 and 46. Here
the two instrumental groups arrive at co-incident
“downbeat s” separated by one neasure. This collision is
reproduced in schematic formin Figure 2. Programmatically,
the nusic before the crash represents the atons chaotically
traveling through the void, while everything afterwards
represents the accretions and collisions that give rise to
our constantly changing world. The world of the Doubl e
Concerto is conprised of the traditional parts that make up
the classical three-novenent concerto: an allegro, and
adagi o, a presto, plus two cadenzas.

Al t hough our starting point was “sound atons falling”
t hrough the void we have suddenly arrived at the traditional
categories and conventions of the concerto. |Instead of
designing a work to investigate these “el enentary atons of
musi ¢” as such, Carter’s conpositional interest is in
buil ding up these atons into a representation. Mich |ike the
begi nning of Haydn’s Die Schopfung, the exordi um of the
Doubl e Concerto does not give us chaos, rather die
Dar stel l ung des Chaos. However, as Miurail pointed out, the
whol e problem of new nusic is based on the sinple prem se
that “sound has been confused with its representations.” And
many critics of Carter would agree. The density and
conplexity of Carter’s construction nakes the apprehension

and differentiation of his “sound atons” inpossible. No one



can hear the association of tenpi and interval in the Double
Concerto. And thus, it is dooned to failure because the
“sound atonf is never perceptually isolated. The sound atom

i s subsunmed by representation

If Carter’s attenpt to associate the “elenentary atom
of nmusic” with the physical atomfails because of its
inperceptibility wwthin the |istening experience, then
perhaps we can get a clearer sense of this “elenentary atont
by aski ng oursel ves—what precisely constitutes nusical
i stening? This question occupies the attention of
phi | osopher Roger Scruton in his recent book The Aesthetics
of Musi c.

Scruton structures the |istening experience on the
opposition between the acoustic and the akousmatic. The term
acoustic describes a type of causal listening, nanely, a
listening which is interested in identifying the real
physi cal source of some given sound. The term akousmatic,’
inits narrow sense, describes a situation where the causes
behi nd the production of sound are invisible to the
listener. In its wder sense it describes a type of
listening uninterested in physical causes because it is
invested in hearing sounds as “sonic entities” and “pure
events.” An exanple may clarify this distinction: we |listen
acoustically when, as alarned parents, we hear the cry of a
baby, but we |listen akousmatically when we hear this sane

cry aesthetically as an intriguing sonic phenonenon,



detached fromits pressing connotations. The application of
t he acoustic/akousmatic distinction to the world of
el ectronic nusic or radio is apparent, but Scruton uses the
termto distinguish the world of nusic fromthe world of
everyday sounds.

When we hear nusic, three things occur: there is a

vibration in the air; by virtue of which we

percei ve a sound, which is a “secondary object”,

heard as a pure event; and in this sound we hear

an organi zation that is not reducible to any

properties of the vibration that causes it.

Hearing sounds involves the exercise of the ear:

it displays an acoustic capacity, and all that we

hear when we hear sounds are the secondary

properties of sound events. Aninmals al so hear

t hese properties, and respond to sounds and to the

i nformation contained in sounds. But to hear nusic

we need capacities that only rational beings have.

We nust be able to hear an order that contains no

i nformati on about the physical world, which stands

apart fromthe ordinary workings of cause and

effect, and which is irreducible to any physi cal

or gani zati on. ®
By separating physical causes from audi bl e inpression,
Scruton is also distinguishing sounds fromtones: sounds,
when heard as akousmatic events, become tones.’ This
transformation is constitutive for the experience of the
specifically nmusical-it is nusic’ s necessary condition.
Unl ess one is hearing sounds as tones, one is not really
hearing “nmusic.” In other words, when we hear a nel ody we
are not hearing just a nere sequence of sounds. The fact
that we understand the sequence as a nelody with a
particul ar contour and rhythm shows that we are listening in
a nusical way. Hence, we are not interested in the nelody’' s
mere “physical organization,” but rather its specifically

musi cal aspects. The mainspring behind the transformation is



a shift of attentiveness away fromthe causal domain towards
the domain of “pure events.” In nusic’s tenporal world, pure
events are juxtaposed and placed in succession.
Attentiveness to the relations perceived within and between
pure events conprises neani ngful mnusical |istening. Anyone
who has listened to (or rather, participated in) a
performance Cage’s 4’ 33" has experienced this shift in
attentiveness. Wien approached with akousmatic ears, the
uni nt ended sounds in the hall becone nusical —ene perceives
connections, simlarities, dissimlarities, rhythnms and
textures. The nél ange of rustling and coughi ng becones
filled wth rhythns and tones. One becones aware of the
subtle shifting density of the sounds we normally cal
background noi se. The background becones the foreground and
we hear it nusically. Thus, even in the face of the nusic
of chance, an attentive shift will reveal an unknown
aspectivity, unintended simlarities and rel ati onshi ps—+the
unveiling of a world of figuration. As Cage has shown over
and over again, all nusical hearing is hearing-as. Thus, any
experience of nusic wll necessarily inport metaphors into
the aural experience. In nmusical listening all sounds becone
tones, and all tones are netaphorical.

As Scruton argues, “our experience of music involves an
el aborate system of netaphors — netaphors of space,
movenent, and ani mati on” (Scruton 80). W are being
met aphori cal when we describe a nelody as rising or falling,

as reaching a clinmax, as noving up or down in tonal space;



we are al so being netaphorical when we describe a tenpo as
lively, brisk, slow but not draggi ng; when we describe a

m nor key as tragic, a nodulation as distant, or a cadence
as deceptive. But are all the dinensions and paraneters of
musi ¢ capabl e of bei ng nmetaphorically conprehended? Is that
all there is to the experience of listening to nusic?

As much as Scruton would like this to be the case,
there is one paraneter of nusic that he cannot account for:
tinbre.*

If we are to describe tinbre itself.we find

ourselves baffled. Either we identify the tinbre

t hrough its physical cause (the sound of the

clarinet), or we have recourse to netaphor.

(Consi der, for exanple, the extraordi nary sound of

the E major chord that announces the triunph of

Brinnhil de’s pleas to Wtan..How can we capture

this in wrds, except as sonething |like a sudden

gol den bl aze?) (Scruton 77)

W are in a dilema: if we account for tinbre through its
physi cal cause, we break the |law of the akousmatic reduction
and find ourselves outside the territory of the specifically
musi cal . Yet, the unconvincing descriptive phrase, “the
sudden gol den bl aze,” is unlike the other nusical netaphors
that Scruton holds so dear. Metaphors of aninmation and
nmovenent, which are constitutive for the experience of the
specifically nusical, are precisely those netaphors that
have becone literal for us. Ml odies nove up and down, no
scare quotes necessary. But not tinbre because, “In
describing the tinbre of a tone we are not situating it in

t he nusi cal space; nor are we identifying anything that is

essential to it as a nusical individual” (Scruton 77). Here



Scruton’s netaphysics cone to the fore; tinbre is a non-
essential netaphor. Wil e sonme nmetaphors such as novenent,
ani mati on and even “nusical space” are necessary for the
experience of the specifically nusical, others like the
“gol den bl aze” of the brass are circunscribed and rejected.
But, as deconstruction has tried to teach us, it is

i npossi ble to determ ne which netaphors are essential and
whi ch are inessential in the construction of neaning."

Scruton’s failure to successfully account for tinbre
shakes our confidence in the ability of metaphoric
conprehension to be an adequate transl ation of continuous
sensory perception. The gap between perception and
conprehension is due to the very plenitude of sensory
perception; no anount of conprehension wll ever be able to
adequately capture and represent sensation in all of its
lived texture. Tinbre, in all of its vibrancy, cannot be
reduced to its descriptions or schematizations. In other
words, the texture of experience is not reducible to its
structure.

So what are we to nmake of this gap? Perhaps, it could
becone the site for a nusical -conpositional project: a mnusic
fixed on tinbre could potentially be a nusic able to redeem
that very thing which remains outside the world of hearing-
as; a nusic which saves harnonic spectra fromthe
strangl ehol d of netaphor; a nusic that is no | onger invested
in the representation of structure, but rather in the sheer

vi brancy of texture; an anti-nmetaphorical nusic; a nusic



that |iberates what nusical convention, history and
education have repressed. A specter is haunting European
musi c—t he specter of spectra.

This is what Spectralismtries to achieve. Philippe
Hurel , a conposer and theorist of the Spectral school,
states this goal clearly. “In effect, it is no longer the
gesture of the artist in the studio which.serves as a nodel
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but rather the sonorous phenonenon itself. Gest ures nust
be rejected because they take on neaning only within a field
of signification; as things-in-thenselves they are
meani ngl ess, usel ess. Gestures are signs. Hence, the close
relati on between nusic notation and gesture; notation is
“only a synbol that gives a nore or |less precise indication
to the perfornmer of what gesture he should nmake and what
result he should try to produce” (Mirail 158). I|f nusical
di scourse has traditionally been constructed by the
j uxt aposition and sequenci ng of gesture upon gesture, then
gesture nust be rejected in favor of the “sonorous phenonena
itsel f” which now becones the “nodel of nusically
exploitable structure” (Hurel 262). The Spectralist project
is interested in unfolding this sonorous phenonenon over
time, creating a conposition that holds fast to its
“elementary atom of nusic” while, unlike Carter, resisting
the tendency to fall back into gesture, signification, or
representation.

Naturally, all music has been interested in sound, but

Spectralismtries to maintain sound at the very threshold



before its transformation into representation. Sound has
been confused with its representations. Hence, according to
Hurel , the conposer nust deci de between two alternatives:

1) the choice of material which the conposer

subjects to nultiple transformations, rhythmc and

intervallic work, all of which ineluctably inplies

a polyphonic and nmotivic witing. In this case

ti nbre appears as a secondary paraneter and the

work proceeds in the traditional nanner, even if

the orchestration is highly refined..2) the choice

of acoustic nodels and processes connected to

perception. (Hurel 264)

Two points are worthy of note. First, the difference
bet ween the two options depends on the choice of material.
Here the question concerning nusical material conmes to the
fore. In the first case, “sonorous phenonena” are
i mredi ately subsunmed by notivic devel opnent, variation,
rhythm c transformation and the |ike. The sonorous
phenonenon gives up its identity to participate in
“transformation.” While in the second case, it is precisely
t he uni queness of the “sonorous phenonenon” that is
preserved. It stubbornly holds onto its identity against the
onsl aught of “transformation.” Secondly, all *sonorous
phenonena” have the possibility of being transforned; al
sounds can becones figures. Traditionally, this figural
possibility has captured the interest of conposers. The
nmovenent back and forth between “sonorous phenonenon” and
“transformation” is always inplicit in nusical material. The
openi ng of Beethoven’s N nth Synphony and the Tenebroso of
Berg's Lyric Suite are two nonents in the vast history of

Western nmusi c where the scal e suddenly veers away from



transformati ons and figures towards sheer sonorous
phenonena; nusical neani ngful ness is dissipated when it
becomes sheer sound.”™ Sound is the starting point for
nmotivic transformation, and notivic transformation can
al ways be reduced back to sound.

If this is still vague, we may be able to find sone
clarity by | ooking at how another discipline, literary
criticism negotiates the “transformation” of the signifier,
from “sonorous phenonenon” into a neaningful sign. In the
final essay of Allegories of Reading, entitled “Excuses”,
Paul de Man reads a passage from Rousseau’s Confessions to
expose the subtle conplexities involved in the novenent of
signification. The passage from Rousseau recounts a shamefu
epi sode fromhis youth, which de Man summari zes ni cel y:

“Whi |l e enpl oyed as a servant in an aristocratic

Turin househol d, Rousseau has stolen a “pink and

silver colored ribbon.” Wien the theft is

di scovered, he accuses a young nai dservant of

having given himthe ribbon, the inplication being

that she was trying to seduce him” “

Rousseau gives two excuses for the false accusation. First,
because of his desire for the young mai dservant, “l| accused
Marion of having done what | wanted to do and of having
given nme the ribbon because it was ny intention to give it
to her.” (de Man 284) A conplicated web of intersubjective
desires creates a system of substitutions at work in this
excuse. The first substitution is sinple: the ribbon is a
substitute for Rousseau’s desire for Marion; he intended to

give it to Marion, as a synbol of his feelings for her. The

second substitution is nore conplex and depends on



reciprocity, which is the very condition of |ove for
Rousseau. |If Rousseau was willing to steal the ribbon for
Marion, then reciprocally, “Marion has to be wlling to
substitute for Rousseau in performng this act.” (de Man
284). As de Man notes, “W have at |east two | evels of
substitution (or displacenent) taking place: the ribbon
substituting for a desire which is itself a desire for
substitution. Both are governed by the sane desire for
specul ar symetry... Specul ar figures of this kind are

met aphors and it should be noted that...the introduction of
the figural dinension in the text occurs first by ways of
met aphor.” (de Man 284). Borrowing fromde Man, | would |ike
to use the term*“figuration” to correspond to this
conpl i cated phenonenon of the production of textual neaning,
whet her by substitution or other neans.

But this is not the end of the confession. Rousseau has
anot her excuse ready to account for his actions; but rather
than nutually support each other, these two excuses actually
produce a contradiction. The second excuse states that, “She
[ Marion] was present to ny mnd, | excused nyself on the
first thing that offered itself.” (de Man 288) Here, the
word “Marion” is spoken like a slip of the tongue,
unconsciously. Wiile the first excuse was causal (I accused
Mari on because | desired her), the second excuse is
contingent (I accuse Marion because she was the first thing
that offered itself). The first excuse was Rousseau’ s

confession of his conscious intention, while the second



excuse is his confession of his unconscious utterance. As de
Man describes it, “Marion just happened to be the first
thing that came to m nd; any other nane, any other word, any
ot her sound or noi se could have done just as well and
Marion's entry into the discourse is a nere effect of

chance. She is a free signifier...” (de Man 288) De Man’s
chain of descriptive terns (nanme-word-sound-noise) nicely
captures the novenent fromthe strict specificity of the
proper nanme towards the noisy generality of the free
signifier. By the end of this novenent, the signifier
“Marion” has becone utterly formal, |ike an al gebraic

vari abl e. Any other noise or sound woul d have done just as
well. “Marion” has beconme pure sound and, according to the

| ogi ¢ of Rousseau’ s second excuse, any other sound could
have been substituted in its place. The sound “Marion” has
been drained of all intentionality. Thus, in contrast to the
term*“figuration”, | would like to use the term
“formalization” to correspond to the reduction of textual
meani ng to sheer noi se.

One | ast point. Rousseau’ s excuses are confessed after
the fact, in order to clear up “the discrepancy...between
the “sentinent intérieur” that acconpani ed (or pronpted?)
the act and the act itself.” (de Man 280) But which
“sentinment” are we to believe? Wien Rousseau says “Marion”
are we to understand this utterance in its figural sense, as
articulating a web of libidinal substitutions; or are we to

understand it in its formal sense, as a contingent |unp of



intentionless sonic material ? What’ s nore, how can we be
certain that either of these excuses truly describe
Rousseau’s interior sentinments? W are forced to take
Rousseau’s word for it. And that begs the entire question of
the figurative and formal dinensions of signification.

So how can this possibly help us talk about nusic? |
wll try to show the utility of discussing nusical materi al
in ternms of figuration and formalization in one very
specific exanple: Gérard Grisey’s Partiels. | have chosen
this piece because of its exenplary status; Partiels is a
model of the Spectralist aesthetic.” At the very opening of
the score, the tronbone (doubled by the contrabasses) plays
a low E, and soon the rest of the orchestra is playing
pitches also present in the harnonic spectrumof this note.
Up through the tenth partial, all the pitches that we woul d
ordinarily find in a dom nant ninth chord are present (with
a seventh that is slightly too flat): E, B, Gsharp, D and
F-sharp. OF course, to call it a dom nant ninth chord
inplies that we are hearing this “sonic entity” as a
potential participant in a tonal harnonic system where
dom nant ninth chords have fairly specific functions. O, to
say it another way, labeling this chord as a “dom nant
ninth” inplies that we have transforned the “sonic
phenonenon,” the formalization, into figuration. Once
figured, this dom nant ninth has a potential harnonic
meani ng; maybe it is the E dom nant ninth chord that opens

Franck’s Sonata for Violin and Piano, awaiting its



resolution to an A major triad. Regardless, this chord has
the potential to becone figural, and this possibility nust
be foreclosed by Spectralism Hurel describes the fanous
openi ng chord of Partiels in exactly this manner.

To hear it as a chord type seens to nme to reveal a

perversion of the ear, a hearing that would be

tonal : the superposition of a fundanental and its

har noni cs does not sound |ike a dom nant ninth

chord, if one understands that it is never

connoted by the nusical context. (Hurel 263)
The chord cannot connote anything because connotation is
itself the problemfor Spectralism Mreover, the need to
forecl ose upon the possibility of connotation, upon al
figuration, strikes nme as obsessive: “sonorous phenonena”
are one-sidedly valued as the ne plus ultra of conposition.

What supports the one-sidedness is science. The tinbral
structure of sounds can be scientifically anal yzed,
deconposed into its spectrum of sinewaves and transcri bed as
a sonogramw th the aid of a conputer. In addition, each
partial in the spectrumcan be tracked over the course of
the sound’ s existence. The brief life and death of a sound
t hen becones the nodel for tenporal formin general. As
Jérbdme Baillet argues in a recent nonograph on Gisey, all
ot her nmethods of working with tinme becone arbitrary in the
face this enpirical fact:

Now it is obvious that the majority of nusic

conposed in the 50's and 60’ s cultivated

arbitrariness to an extrene degree. Perhaps never

has music been so generally negligent of the

necessity of tenporal progression as in that era

whi ch one witnesses in the concepts of “open

forms”, the “all-over nusical”, the Mnent-form

or, nore globally, the assimlation of nusical
formto spatial projection.™



This claimprescribes that all conpositional work nust cone
fromthe sound itself. To avoid arbitrari ness everything
must remain as close as possible to the presuned origin.
Har mony nmust conme fromthe tinbral spectrum form nust cone
fromthe attack and decay of its partials. Objective and
formalized, sound itself becomes the fetishized idol around

whi ch the Spectralists construct their nyth.

Scruton’s account of the |istening experience reveal ed
t he gap between netaphorical conprehensi on and sensory
perception. Yet, the problemw th Scruton’s account is its
inability to deal with nusical phenonena, |ike tinbre, which
resi st netaphor. W can fault Scruton for taking the side of
figuration over formalization but we can also fault the
Spectralists for doing just the opposite. As the commentary
concerning Partiels shows, the Spectralist conception val ues
formalization at the expense of figuration.

However, what both Scruton and the Spectralists
share is the inability to recogni ze the indissol uble
connection between figuration and formalization. If we have
correctly | earned our | esson from Rousseau (via de Man), the
contradictory excuses of Scruton and Hurel are nuch nore
intimately connected than either would like to believe. This
should lead us to a new point-of-view a nusical aesthetic
must deal with the interactions of formalization and
figuration, or be doonmed to continually discounting its

other. | call this the "tropol ogical" point-of-view



Tropol ogy investigates the manner in which forns becone
figures, or to put it less abstractly, the manner in which
sounds are transforned into tones and tones are reduced to
sounds. In other words, tropology is the field in which the
materiality and phenonenality of the sign are seen in their
interaction; thus, it reveals the construction and the
reducti on of meani ng.

| f we approach Carter fromour earlier perspective,
where “sound” and “representation” were adversaries, then a
work |ike the Double Concerto is bound to be a failure. But
| ooking at the same work from a tropol ogi cal point of view,
where the goal of the work is to reveal the construction and
reduction of neaning, the nusic takes on a new rel evance.
In Carter’s systematic conpositional practices four broad
domai ns bear the brunt of this tropol ogical project: 1)
dramati s personae, 2) harnony, 3) polyrhythm and 4) form

1) Dramatis Personae: Carter’s nusical discourse is
structured by the juxtaposition, co-operation and
i nterpenetration of instrunmentalists, or instrunental
groups, acting as dramatis personae. An exenplary piece is
the 2™ String Quartet, where each instrumentalist is
characterized through its style of performance: virtuoso
agility, affective lanentation, dutiful time-keeping and
expressive rubato.' The sinmultaneity of distinct nusical
personalities is absolutely fundanmental and should be the

poi nt of departure for any analysis of Carter’s nusic.



This feature can also be interpreted in |ight of the
construction and reduction of neaning in a tropolgical
wor|l d. The characters have a dual significance: on the one
hand, they are clearly arbitrarily assigned, they are
personifications, and hence tropes, which the |istener
under stands as such. Yet they al so remain consi stent
through the entire dramaturgy of the piece. The dramatis
personae are at no point revealed to be nere constructions:
t hey appear as constructions a priori. In this sense they
share much with the role of conventions in the C assical
period. The rhetorical dramaturgy of Myzart relies on the
cl ose juxtaposition and substitution of conventions rapidly
undercutting one another. For exanple, take the exposition
of Mozart’s F Major Sonata, K 332:" in a span of just over
seventy bars, Myzart includes a four neasure phrase in a
sinple vocal style answered by its parody in a | earned
contrapuntal setting; ten neasures of hunt calls; a Sturm
und Drang transition to the dom nant, enphasi zing
ar peggi ated si xteenth-note figures and augnent ed-si xth
chords after the mannered style of C. P. E. Bach; and
finally a symmetrical mnuet tune, interrupted by nore Sturm
und Drang, to close the exposition. As nusicol ogi st Wendy
Al | anbrook says, “Myzart makes pal pabl e the human drama..by
imtating various human gestures along its arch” (Al Il anbrook
8). | would argue that this could also serve as a
description of Carter’s own dramaturgical practice.” The

j uxtapositions of conventions in the |late Mdzart force the



listener to ask, “Wiat could possibly be holding all this
rhetoric together?’” and Carter goes further by articulating
both the rhetoric and its contingent basis.

2) Harnmony: As a substitute for tonality, Carter has
devel oped his own systemfor handling pitch. As a way of
giving flesh to the dramatis personae, intervals are
partitioned and divided between instrunments or groups of
instrunments. Intervallic consistency is Carter’s primary way
of giving nelodic coherence to his characters. This practice
finds its strict realization in the 2™ String Quartet and
t he Doubl e Concerto (works witten sinultaneously in the
|ate 50’s) and continues up through his nost recent nusic.
In the fornmer each instrunentalist is differentiated through
an intervallic |language—a differentiation necessary due to
the tinbral uniformty of the string quartet. The
arbitrariness of partitioning intervals is wholly apparent
but, in the later nmusic, Carter artificially “derives” his
intervallic partitioning. In Enchanted Preludes, the
intervals are derived froman all triad hexachord, which
when conbined with its inversion, yields an all interval 12-
note chord (see Figure 3). As the piece unfolds, the
har moni ¢ | anguage becones nore specific; nanely, the piece
moves from 12-note chords to 6-note chords to particular
intervals. But fromthe pre-conpositional point of view the
process noves in the opposite direction. The 6- and 12-note
chords are retrospectively chosen to justify Carter’s

intervallic decisions. Carter harnony is “pre-established”



rat her than based on spectra. In opposition to Spectralisnis
obsessive attachnent to an enpirical and verifiable series
of overtones, Carter’s harnony appears wholly arbitrary.
Yet, this works to his advantage because, in Carter’s
conpositional world, pitch is secured to dramaturgical ends.
3) Polyrhythm Carter’s structural polyrhythnms act as
t he objective scaffold upon which the dramatis personae act
out their gestures. Typically, Carter picks a pair of
constrasting rhythnms which will neet at the beginning and
end of the work. For exanples, in N ght Fantasies (1980) for
solo piano, the two rhythns pulse at 8.75 and 10.8 beats per
mnute. At the third nmeasure of the work the two rhythns
begin. During the course of the piece every single pul se of
these two rhythns is articulated until they reach their
final neeting point, exactly 20 mnutes later, at the final
bar of the work. At nonments of extrene formalization, the
rhythm c scaffolding itself takes center stage. (See the
pi ano cadenza at neasures 567 ff. in the Double Concerto or
the continual return of the material marked tranquilo in
Ni ght Fantasies.) At other nmonents the polyrhythns are
buri ed underneath the nusical figurations. But between the
two co-incidences at the beginning and the end, every nonent
in the piece is structured according to a uni que
relationship in the polyrhythm

Pol yrhyt hm al so | eads towards structural anbival ence:
one trajectory of rhythm c action can never have nore than

| ocal prom nence. Gestures are continually being undercut



by the disjunction of other trajectories. Polyrhythmhas a
di al ectical function: it organizes and co-ordi nates one
trajectory at the expense of another. Hence, their co-

ordi nation and co-incidence act as significant formal
makers within the pieces.

4) Form Characteristically, the structural polyrhythns
t hat organize the rhythm c world do not have a co-incidence
at the first note of the score. There is always a brief
exordi um and peroration which stand, in a certain sense,
out si de the nusical discourse proper. These fram ng
mechani sns, first used in the Double Concerto, are
programmatically nodel ed on the collision of the atons from
Lucretius, as discussed earlier.” They create a dualismin
Carter’s works: outside the frame, a real mof atomc
materiality that is non-discursive and distinct fromthe
dramat urgy proper and, within the frame, a real m of
di scursi veness, dramaturgy, action, convention, and identity
(see Figure 4a and 4b).* The frame renoves the necessity for
an internal, dramaturgi cal deconstruction of nusica
mat eri al, because it articul ates the ontol ogi cal status of

t he dramaturgy qua netaphor.

And this is the crux. Were Scruton and Mirail becone
fixated on a single dinmension of nusical tropology, such as
“sonor ous phenonenon” or “tone”, Carter explores the

tropological world in its entirety. As Rousseau’ s utterance



“Marion” exenplifies, it matters little where we start in
the process of figuration, any formalized beginning wll do.
Unli ke the spectral analyses of Murail and Gisey, Carter’s
starting point is always contingent—a subjectively chosen
partitioning of intervals and a grid of polyrhythns. But at
the sane tinme, Carter’s figuration works consistently and
faithfully upon its formal, contingent foundation. Thus, an
essential aspect of the tropological world is captured,
tropol ogy, which is concerned with the construction and
reduction of meaning, is both consistent and contingent. In
distinction to sonme eternal, transcendent essence, which
coul d guarantee and secure neani ng, tropol ogy argues that
our formalizations are contingent inpressions, apprehended
in sensation, upon which neaningful worlds are faithfully
constructed. Carter’s works, by including the full range of
tropol ogi cal possibilities, draw a parallel between the
nmusi cal world and the meaningful world we inhabit. This is
possi bl e because tropol ogy, as a theory of neaning,
describes the structure, or “architecture,” shared by both
wor | ds.

I f our investigation began with the attenpt to discover
that elusive “elenentary atom of nusic,” we nust now
conclude that this “atonf is inextricably tied to the
constructions we base upon it. In opposition to Miurail, new
nmusi ¢ need not spend its energies trying to outsmart and
anni hil ate education, culture, history, or whatever is

currently being denoni zed. The point of newnusic is to



capture the “architecture” of neaning. And as our physical
worl d changes materially, through technol ogy, politics,

cul ture, and education, we imagi ne our neani ngful world to
change itself accordingly. Thus, a nusic which forces
reflection upon the manner in which we construct neaning, a
music which imtates and enbodi es the variability and fl ux
of the world, could be a powerful tool for seeing our world
froma perspective other than that given by television,
magazi nes, films, advertising, radio and other fornms of mass
medi ation. This may also help to explain the recoil that
many people feel in the face of newnusic: in a world |ike
ours, which appears increasingly dark and transitory, new

music may be fulfilling its task too well.



Figure 1. Co-ordination of tempi, intervalsand groupsin the Double Concerto.

Metronomic Speeds Piano Harpsichord
35 Major 3rd

311/2 Perfect 5th

291/6 Tritone
28 Perfect 4th
25 Major 2nd

241/2 Minor 2nd
217/8 Major 7th

21 Major 6th

19 4/9 Minor 3rd
171/2 Minor 7th




Figure 2. The co-incident downbeatsthat end the exordium of the Double Concerto.
The bottom group of tempi collide at measure 45, while thetop group collide one
measur e later.
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Figure 3. Three step derivation of intervalsin Enchanted Preludes. From 1) an all-
interval 12-note chord (i.e, all 11 chromatic intervals are stacked vertically to form
achord that containsall 12 chromatic notes) Carter derives 2) the all-interval
hexachord (i.e., a six-note chord that containsall 12 possible three note chords as
subsets) and 3) partitionsthe full set of chromatic intervalsto either flute or cello.
This* naturalistic” derivation isretrospectively arranged to arrive at step three.



Figure4a. Articulation of the dualistic framein Elliott Carter’s Triple Duo. Before
the structural polyrhythm begins, the instruments perform their characteristic
gesturesin an atomized fashion. The collision marking the beginning of the
structural polyrhythm beginsthe dramaturgy proper.

© 1983 by Hendon Music, Inc., a Boosey & Hawkes conpany.
Reprinted by permi ssion.



Figure4b. Thedramareachesitsfinal culmination in a collision marking the arrival
point of the structural polyrhythm. After thismoment, the music disintegratesinto a
scattering of atoms.

© 1983 by Hendon Music, Inc., a Boosey & Hawkes conpany.
Reprinted by perm ssion.



' Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. Robert Hull ot-
Kentor (M nneapolis: Mnnesota University Press, 1997), 1

’ Al ex Ross, “Ghost Sonata”, The New Yorker 24 Mar. 2003:

70.

° The group known as the Spectralists or L'Itinéraire, is

| oosely conprised of conposers such as Huguhes Dufourt,
Gérard Gisey, Tristan Murail, M chaél Levinas, Roger
Tessier, Phillippe Hurel and others. They have had a great

i npact on the world of new nusic in the |ast 25 years. By
focusing their attention on harnonic spectra they have
created a style of conposition that is in sharp distinction
to the European nodernismin fashion in the 50°s and 60’ s.
Their influence has grown beyond the French border and can
now be seen in the work of conposers internationally. For an
excel | ent overvi ew and docunentary history see Danielle
Cohen- Levi nas, ed., Vingt-cing ans de création nusicale
contenporaine. L'lItinéraire en tenps réel (Paris:

L’ Harmattan Inc., 1998).

“Tristan Miurail, “Spectra and Pixies,” tr. Tod Machover,
Cont enporary Music Review 1 (1984): 158.

*Elliott Carter: In Conversation with Enzo Restagno for
Settenbre Musica 1989, tr. Katherine Silberblatt Wl fthal
(Brooklyn: Institute for Studies in Amrerican Misic, 1989),
63.

® A fundanental doctrine in Epicurean physics, clinanen
describes the belief that atons “swerve” ever so slightly
away fromtheir pre-determ ned course at sone indetermnate
time and place. The consequences of this physical principle
are inflected ethically in Epicureanism The clinanmen is the
physi cal basis for free will. For nore commentary on the
clinamen see A. A Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic
Phi | osophers, vol. 1 (Canbridge: Canbridge University Press,
1987), 104-112; Hellenistic Philosophy: Introductory

Readi ngs, trans. Brad Inwod and L. P. Gerson (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1988); Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe,
trans. Ronal d Lat ham (London: Penguin, 1951), 66-68.

" The French el ectronic nusician, inventor of nusique
concrete, and theorist Pierre Schaeffer first introduced the
term akousmatic into nodern nusical parlance. Historically,
the akousmati koi were the silent disciples of Pythagoras,
who are reputed to have |listened to the master lecture from
behind a screen, so as not to pay attention to the man
uttering the words, but rather the words thensel ves. The
consequences of the acoustic/akousmatic distinction formthe
theoretical groundwork for Schaeffer’s classic work: Pierre
Schaeffer, Traité des objects nusicaux (Paris: Editions de
Seuil: 1966), 91 ff.

° Roger Scruton, The Aesthetics of Music (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 309.

° The argunent parallels Wllheins discussion of seeing-as
and the “twofold thesis”. To quickly sunmarize this thesis,



when | ooking at paintings our attention is unequally divided
bet ween two aspects — seeing the painting as marks on a
canvas, and seeing the painting as an imge or as a
representation. See Richard Wl lheim Art and its Cbjects
(Canbri dge: Canbridge University Press, 1980), 213 ff.

“ Tinbre is a notoriously difficult termto clearly define.
It is often synonynously described as “tone-color”. The
Gove Dictionary defines it as, “a termdescribing the tona
gquality of a sound; a clarinet and an oboe soundi ng the sane
note are said to produce different ‘tinbres’.” But this is
still a negative definition: tinbre is the renmainder |eft
over when pitch, dynam c and duration are neutralized. The
psycho-acoustic perception of tinbre is due to the presence
and relative strength of the nmultiple overtones (conprising
the “spectruni) inherent in any sound. These overtones or
partials vary in strength and presence over the brief life
of a sound. This spectrum perceptually “fuses” together into
a global entity that is grasped by the ear all-at-once. Mich
of the research in psycho-acoustics has been concerned with
t he perception, analysis, and the reproduction of tinbre

t hrough synthesis. Interestingly enough, tinbre, is itself a
nmet aphor that cones fromthe French word for stanmp—each
sound being stanped with its own uni que fingerprint.

However, both the negative definition and psycho-acoustic
anal ysis of tinbre cannot account for its uniqueness and
plenitude.

' Scruton’s sophistic dismissal of Derrida (as the
representative of all deconstruction) is telling: “There are
t hose who..argue with Derrida that |anguage is fundanentally
nmet aphorical, and that every literal use is founded on a

nmet aphor that undermnes it. But life is too short to nount
the full refutation of such a view, which if true, nust also
be fal se, since at |least one thing would be literally true.”
Scruton, 91.

“ Phillippe Hurel, “Le phénongne sonore, un nodéle pour |a
conposition”, Le tinbre, nétaphore pour |a conposition, ed.
Jean-Baptiste Barriére (Paris: I. R C A M, 1991), 262

“ In the former, Beethoven makes the “tones”, the initial
motive of the descending 5", enmerge fromout of “sounds”; in
the latter, Berg halts the novenent of notivic figuration
and exposes his material as schematic, deathly “sound”—a
raw, un-figured tone-row. See Beet hoven's Synphony No. 9,
movenment |, mm 1-14; Al ban Berg, Lyrische Suite, novenent

V, mm 51-120,.

“Quoted in Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading (New Haven:
Yal e University Press, 1979), 279.

Wl son, Peter Niklaus, “Vers une ecol ogi e des sons”, tr.
Martin Kal tenecker, Entretenps 8 (Paris: 1989), 57.

" Baillet, Jérome, Gérard Gisey, Fondenents d une écriture
(Paris: L"Harmattan, 2000), 39. Baillet’s book is the
standard text for the analysis and explication of both
Gisey’s aesthetic theory and conpositional work.



" Dramatis personae are also visible in solo works, such as

Ri conoscenza per Goffredo Petrassi. In this short piece for
solo violin distinct nusical personalities are juxtaposed,
sequenced and | ayered in rapid succession, transposing the
si mul t aneous dramatic characters typical of Carter’s chanber
works into the register of a single instrunent. Although
Carter’s string quartets are the | ocus classicus for this
style of thinking, it is visible in every work since the
Sonata for Violoncello and Piano (1948).

| owe this insight to We Jamison Allanbrook, Rhythmc
Gesture in Mdzart (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1983), 6 ff.

“ To quote Carter: “If you really want to know, | always
make secret reference to Mbzart.” Elliott Carter: In
Conversation, 66. One key to tracing the juxtaposition of
characters is through the Italian | abels Carter ascribes to
them i.e. scorrevole, furioso, |eggerissino, tranquil o,
andant e espressivo, etc.

* This fram ng mechanismis a constant feature of Carter’s
wor ks. For a few exanples fromhis recent output see, Esprit
Rude/ Esprit Doux, Asko Concerto, Enchanted Prel udes, What
Next ?, 90+, N ght Fantasies, et al.

> Even in Carter’s nost recent work this schema still holds.
A fantastic exanple is found his nonodrama What Next ?
(1999). Here the “collision of the atons” is made literal as
a terrible car crash. The plot of the opera follows a snal
set of characters as they wander around in a quasi-ammesiac
daze, trying to renmenber what they were doi ng and where they
were going. Just like in Lucretius, the collision
articulates a nonent of catastrophic change that
subsequently sets the drama into notion



