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Experimental Music: Revolution

Chapter Overview

Two musical pioneers initiated the experimental movement in American music:  Charles Ives challenged traditional concepts of the meaning of music.  Henry Cowell expanded the resources of the piano and explored Eastern sounds and ideas.  John Cage, also interested in non-Western sounds and techniques, invented the prepared piano as one means of achieving new sounds and eventually became the dominant figure of experimentalism.  
Listening Examples

69. Charles Ives: “General Putnam’s Camp” from Three Places in New England
70. Ives: “At the River”

71. Henry Cowell: “The Banshee” (excerpt)

72. Kebjar Hudjan Mas (gamelan music)

73. John Cage: The Perilous Night (excerpt)
Optional Listening Examples

Charles Ives: The Unanswered Question

Henry Cowell: “The Tides of Mananaun”

Suggestions for Further Listening

Charles Ives: “Hallowe’en” (orchestral)

Ives: “Serenity” (song)

Henry Cowell: Hymns and Fuging Tunes

John Cage: Sonatas and Interludes

Terms to Review

experimental music

bitonality

polytonality

polyrhythms

microtone

tone cluster

New Music

musique concrète (concrete music)

twelve-tone

gamelan

prepared piano

Key Figures

Charles Ives

Henry Cowell

John Cage

Visuals

Charles Ives

Henry Cowell

Score for “The Banshee” (Cowell)

A twelve-tone row

John Cage

A Javanese gamelan

“Preparation” for John Cage’s The Perilous Night
Jasper Johns:  Perilous Night
Critical Thinking
Today there is much talk about “high (classical) art” and “low (popular) art.”  How do you think Charles Ives would have addressed this subject?  John Cage?  Do you believe music and other art should be classified as high or low?  What criteria might such distinction be based on?

Do you consider Charles Ives’s “At the River” an original piece?  How does it differ from an arrangement?

How are Henry Cowell’s and John Cage’s piano experiments related?  In what ways do they differ?

Can you conceive of ways in which musicians might continue to experiment with sound, other than by electronic manipulation?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Can you recognize any of the tunes quoted by Charles Ives in “General Putnam’s Camp”?  How do you think they add to the effect of the piece?

2. What do you think of Cowell’s concepts that dissonant sounds portray strong emotions and consonance suggests simplicity?  Describe dissonance and consonance in purely objective terms, and then consider your own impression of these concepts.

3. Can you conceive of sounds you have never heard but would like to produce?

4. Why is experimentalism essentially a romantic concept?
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