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The Avant-Garde continued
Chapter Overview

Rhythm and timbre having replaced melody and harmony as the elements of primary interest for many American composers, experimentalists altered traditional instruments and invented new ones to produce unusual sounds as well as rhythms of unprecedented complexity.  Electronic synthesizers and tape techniques assumed greater importance among composers seeking control of their music, while John Cage and others explored aleatory.  New kinds of music necessitated development of new methods of notation.
Listening Examples

78. Milton Babbitt: “Ensembles for Synthesizer” (excerpt)

79. Pauline Oliveros: Sound Patterns
Optional Listening Example

John Cage: Aria and Fontana Mix
Suggestions for Further Listening

Harry Partch: “The Letter: A Depression Message from a Hobo Friend”

Harry Partch: “Plectra and Percussion Dances”

Harry Partch Collection (four CDs, New World Records)
Milton Babbitt: Three Compositions for Piano (serialism)

Terms to Review

tape music

electronic synthesizer

oscillators

fingerboard

filter

total serialism, serialization, serial technique

aleatory (chance, indeterminate, random) music

theater score

Key Figures

Harry Partch

Milton Babbitt

Laurie Anderson
Pauline Oliveros

Visuals

Partch instrument

Electronic music studio

Diagram illustrating filter technique

Milton Babbitt

John Cage obituary in New York Times
Excerpt from score for December 1952 by Earle Brown

Nontraditional notation by John Cage

Critical Thinking

John Cage said that fear in life is the fear of change.  Do you agree?  Can change be avoided?  Should art (of any kind) be a fixed idea?

What do you think John Cage meant when he said freedom is one thing, but liberty is going too far?  The Latin roots of “liberty” suggest release from bondage (separation), and “freedom” shares Northern European origins with “friend” (connection).  Do you think these concepts are relevant to Cage’s remark?

Can you relate the change in emphasis from melody and harmony to rhythm and timbre in classical music to changing tastes in pop music as well?  What relationships do you perceive between the modern urban life experience and current artistic preferences?

Given the choice between attending a concert of traditional orchestral music and a concert involving new (experimental) instruments, which would you choose?  Why?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Discuss John Cage’s belief that silence is an absurd concept.  How would you describe “silence”?  Do you believe it is possible to achieve “silence” in the real world?
2. Find and compare examples of random effects in the literary, visual, and musical arts.
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