The Art of Touch - the solo piano music of Morton Feldman
Friday, 25th October

6.30 pm
The Art of Touch - an introductory talk given by Philip Thomas demonstrating Feldman's unique piano writing 

7.30 pm
Morton Feldman

Intermission V (1952)





Piano Piece 1955





Piano Piece 1956A





Piano Piece 1956B





Piano  (1977)



-- INTERVAL --

Bryn Harrison

être-temps  (2002, world premiére)

Morton Feldman

Palais de Mari  (1986)

Saturday, 26th October

6.30 pm

Morton Feldman

Variations  (1951)





Piano Piece (to Philip Guston) (1963)





Three pieces for Piano  (1954)





Piano Piece 1952





Intersection 2  (1951)

Michael Parsons

Piano Piece August 2002  (world premiére)

Morton Feldman

Intermission 3  (1952)





Intermission 4  (1952)





Intermission 6  (1953)




Piano Piece 1964





Vertical Thoughts IV  (1963)





Extensions 3  (1952)

8.00 pm
Morton Feldman

Triadic Memories  (1981)

Sunday, 27th October

6.30 pm
Philip Thomas in discussion with the composers Bryn Harrison, Michael Parsons and James Saunders: revealing the influence of Feldman's music upon each of the composers who have written pieces for this weekend of concerts.

7.30 pm
Morton Feldman

Last Pieces  (1959)

James Saunders

#271002   (2002, world premiére)



-- INTERVAL --

Morton Feldman

For Bunita Marcus  (1985)


It is often thought that John Cage was the most significant composer to loose our Western ears from traditional modes of listening. For me, however, it was Morton Feldman who, through pieces lasting anywhere between one and a half minutes and one and a half hours, first revealed a delight in the momentary presence of a single sound. It was through listening to Feldman that I was able to rid myself of the pressures, ingrained through years of both school and further education, of trying to 'understand' music and the guilt of not comprehending the structural context of each and every note. With Feldman's music there is nothing to understand, no prior knowledge of historical compositional methods needed - a sound is a sound, a piece is a piece. But what exquisite sounds and what extraordinary pieces! And, as Feldman composed primarily using his instinct as his guide, sitting at the piano and listening (his method of composition was 'the right note, at the right time, in the right place'!), what an exceptional composer.


This does not mean that Feldman's music is puerile, anti-intellectual, or that there is nothing in his music to talk about. Feldman talked a lot about music, including his own (though not as much as he talked about painters and the visual arts) and each piece featured in this weekend of concerts is striking in its individuality and persuasiveness. The variety of notational methods alone (unfortunately unseen by the audience) reveals a keen, exploratory mind at work and lends each piece a special character. My hope is that in presenting so much of his music within a short space of time the huge variety of forms, shapes, and approaches to sound and time will be highlighted and that there will indeed be much to discuss.


One of the fallacies that is perhaps a result of Feldman's music being more widely heard and recorded in recent years is that his music is 'about' quietness. My feeling is that the hushed dynamics that do indeed feature in so much of Feldman's output are more a by-product than a root concern. The concern is instead toward a more physical and tactile approach to sound than perhaps any previous music. Hence the title of this series of concerts, 'The Art ofTouch'. Feldman was immersed in the world of the great American anstract painters - Rothko, Guston, De Kooning - and their absolute concentration upon the medium of the paint upon the canvas as the primary guiding force for their art is reflected in Feldman's music. Here, the medium is the touch of a human finger upon a keyboard, causing a hammer to strike a string. In asking the pianist to play, as he so often does, 'as soft as possible', the pianist is forced to examine his/her touch so that the hammer strikes the string in such a way as to produce a sound of the highest quality, almost regardless of the sounds which precede or follow it. Not only has Feldman revolutionised my ability to listen - to enjoy sounds as sounds - he has also transformed my understanding of, and approach to, the piano.


The other quality in Feldman's music to which I am drawn is its unpretentiousness and its gentle subversiveness. It is simply what it is, inviting the listener, gently but compellingly, to tune in and enjoy. Yet despite its apparent simplicity and un-virtuosity, it is amongst the most difficult music to play. The challenge to play a single note or collection of notes very softly, absolutely clearly, is at times a terrifying prospect and demands of the pianist nerves of steel. Feldman defies the expectations of Western audiences by choosing not to revel in virtuosic flourishes, and refusing to manipulate the audience into a climactic (and clichéd) mode of expression. 


At the risk of deifying the man himself, there is an heroic aspect to Feldman's music which reflects some of the values of my own 'heroes' - amongst them, Gandhi, Desmond Tutu, and, especially, Jesus of Nazareth, who confounded people's expectations and demonstrated that the small revelations of love are indeed the most profound. Just as the isolated pianistic gestures in Feldman's music are at times the most difficult to bring off, so the small acts of kindness in life can be both the most difficult to demonstrate and the most profoundly moving to receive. Feldman as a character was, by all accounts, loud, brash, at times slightly vulgar, but as Christian Wolff, who knew him well, wrote, "One thinks of the disparity of his large, strong presence and the delicate, hypersoft music, but in fact he too was, among other things, full of tenderness and the music is, among other things, as tough as nails."


Morton Feldman died 15 years ago. Since then his music has become significantly more widely known with performances and recordings almost becoming commonplace in America and Europe. As suggested above, Feldman is possibly the most significant composer in my life thus far and it was here in the Mappin Art Gallery that I gave my first ever Feldman performance, of Triadic Memories, seven years ago. The propogation of Feldman's music has also given rise to a new generation of composers who have been influenced by his approach to sound, time, and touch. Two of these, Bryn Harrison and James Saunders, have been kind enough to write pieces specifically for this weekend. Their music reflects the more radical and progressive stream of contemporary notated music and might be said to be, among other things, a furthering of a Feldman aesthetic. The composer Michael Parsons, whose new piece will be premiered in the Saturday concert, was a friend and colleague of Cornelius Cardew and John Tilbury in the '60s and '70s whose exemplary performances from that period introduced Feldman's music to this country. The imprint of this time can be detected in Michael's acute sensitivity to both the touch and sonorities of the piano in his music.


There are a number of people who have helped me in the preparation for this series and who deserve considerably more than a mention in this programme. They are Bryn Harrison, Michael Parsons and James Saunders for their fine and beautiful music; Karen Burland and Mark Slater for providing exceptional administrative assistance, support, and burden-carrying; Ian Spooner and Anne James from the University of Sheffield for their superlative work on the publicity front; Virginia Messenger at the Music Department; Eric Clarke for not only securing commissioning funds but for being a rock of support and encouragement; Tim Whitten and Caroline Absalom from Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust for supporting a venture such as this and for helping with all the practical details concerning the Mappin; and of course to Tiff for her continual patience, support and encouragement.


I would also like to thank the following organisations for generously providing funds necessary for this event to happen: The Hinrichsen Foundation, The Holst Foundation, The Britten-Pears Foundation, Yorkshire Arts, the University of Sheffield, the University of Southampton, and Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust.

Notes on the music

To ascribe words to the pieces being played in this series seems to almost defy the very comments made on the previous pages. Feldman's music must primarily be heard, before ideology sets in. However, some comments might be useful in placing the piano music into some kind of context. Without describing the music (a somewhat pointless task if being read by someone who's hearing it), the following notes will allude to those features which make the pieces most interesting within Feldman's œuvre. As much as possible they will be ordered to reflect the programming of the weekend. Notes on the three commissioned pieces are found after the notes on Feldman.

Intermission V explores both the decay and weightlessness created by a constant depression of the sustaining pedal. After a dense mass of sound is produced at the opening, the remainder of the piece consists of fragments of gestures played extremely quietly, as if both reinforcing the original gesture and exploring the space left by it. Feldman achieves this in two ways which are common to many of the works written in the 1950s: a constant bar-length (metre seems an inappropriate term to apply to Feldman's music) of 3/8 is able to suggest small gestures as well as contain isolated sounds; and the distinction between 'normal' notated notes and smaller ('grace') notes provides the performer with the opportunity for variety of touch. I like to think of the small notes as being like particles of dust in the atmosphere, having no solid weight or articulation. The end of this piece anticipates the patterning of ideas found in Feldman's late works.

Piano Pieces 1955, 1956A and 1956B are Feldman's most Webernian pieces. Both Feldman and Cage (along with other affiliated composers of the 'New York' group in the '50s) were attracted to Webern's music, less for its systematic compositional rigour than for the sounds, timbres and intervals that those systems created. Thus throughout Feldman's music, from the earliest to the later works, intervals of 2nds, 7ths and 9ths are favoured. Chords which are released immediately leaving one note from the collection which is sustained are imitative of Cage's music from the late 1940s ('The Seasons' or 'Two Piano Pieces'). In Piano Piece 1956B Feldman uses a technique which occurs in a number of pieces from the 1950s whereby notes are silently depressed to create resonances when other notes are struck, adding to the variety of timbres created by otherwise traditional usage of the piano.

Piano, from 1977, is amongst the most difficult of Feldman's piano works, both in the technique needed to articulate all the events clearly, and in the notational challenges. It was written at around the time when Feldman's interest in creating musical equivalents of patterns was emerging, derived in part from a fascination with Turkish and Middle-Eastern rugs. These followed clear forms of colour and patterning but due to their intricate hand-woven crafting allowed for a constantly fluctuating irregularity in the smaller details of the pattern. Feldman explored ways of reflecting irregularities such as this in part through his manner of notation which in this piece is highly complex. However, the listener is unaware of the more intricate details of this rhythmic notation, hearing instead a metre-less, beat-less wash of sound and sonority. The notation serves to provoke the performer to respond to these complexities as accurately as possible but with the aural effect being somewhat different from the visual presence of the score. Feldman once wrote that 'the degree to which a music's notation is responsible for much of the composition itself is one of history's best kept secrets.' This is clearly true for this piece.

What is more obvious to the ear is the repetition of gestures, chords, phrases and larger blocks of material. These are at times superimposed upon other blocks of material to create a multi-layered effect and in the score are notated over six staves to be played simultaneously often with different barlines. Although it marks only an early stage of Feldman's exploration of patterns and large-scale works (to be worked out more extensively in Triadic Memories and For Bunita Marcus) it is both a very beautiful, and entrancing work.

Palais de Mari is Feldman's last work for solo piano. It was commissioned by the composer Bunita Marcus, who reportedly requested a ten-minute piece but received an exceptionally beautiful but somewhat longer piece, lasting approximately 25 minutes. For its length of duration, compared with the much longer Triadic Memories or Bunita Marcus, it presents a surprising number of different ideas, in the shape of patterns and isolated events. Its general state of tranquility makes it a profoundly moving coda to Feldman's unique contribution to the piano repertoire.

Variations is a recent addition to the available and published Feldman piano literature. Written for a dance by Merce Cunningham which reportedly involved a great number of extremely difficult moves dictated by chance procedures, it perhaps shows the influence of John Cage, the great pioneer of chance-determined music in its extensive use of silence. All notated events take the shape of small, or grace-notes, barely intruding upon this blank canvas of a score.

Piano Piece (to Philip Guston) andVertical Thoughts IV, both from the early '60s, use a form of notation quite different from the pieces written in the '50s. Consisting simply of black noteheads and grace-notes, with dotted lines to indicate held events and pauses to separate events in time, they leave much to the performer to decide upon. Occasional oddities, such as chords which cannot physically be reached, and extremely low events marked in the right hand stave contribute to a further durational and rhythmic dislocation. 

The freedom given to the performer in these pieces cannot, however, match that of Intersection 2 , which uses a highly original and radical form of notation based upon a graph layout. Pitches are not specified; instead notes are to be either played in the upper, middle, or lower parts of the keyboard. Numbers inscribed within graph squares indicate the number of notes to be played in each area and their placement in time. Feldman experimented with this form of notation in the 1950s but eventually abandoned it, primarily because he was too attached to the notes themselves and found others' performances too removed from his own favoured selections.

Intermission 6 is another innovatory score. Here the pitches are prescribed but their order is left to the pianist. Thus it could last indefinitely, there being no indication to the contrary. It is possible to play this as a two piano piece, both pianists using the same score and radically changing its effect.

Piano Piece 1964 seems to be a consolidation of notational techniques used over the previous 10 years. It combines both a free style of notation, through the use of single stemless noteheads, with precisely rhythmicised events. Each bar is written as if to contain one or anther type of music, as if Feldman has taken extracts from other pieces and juxtaposed them. The combination of a freer notation with a strict one reminds me more of Cage's music in its successful pairing of choice and non-choice.

Triadic Memories is Feldman's longest piece for piano.  Its large time-scale, in common with many other works of the 1980s, paradoxically draws one's attention to the immediacy of the material itself, and suggests new perspectives on repeated material as one perhaps recalls previous expositions of the same. There is worked into this piece a play with memory as chords and little motives are repeated over and over, all the time distancing the listener from what had gone before. Feldman described this technique 'as "formalizing" a disorientation of memory'. The extensive reiteration of patterns, always slightly changing and shifting perspective, over long periods of time, is mesmerizing. 

The 'triadic' of the title is a reference to the unusually tonal suggestions of the opening idea, and, indeed, of later ideas. Yet the writing is unmistakeable Feldman (this is no neo-tonal exercise). It could also be said that Feldman creates an alternative tonality through the recurrence of certain patterns, which have a rooted feel to them, in contrast to other material which interrupts or distances itself (predominantly through repetition) from the familiarity of these gestures. But this is as far as my analysis goes! The extraordinary intimacy and beauty of this work creates a poetry which is far beyond words and which I dare not disturb further.

Last Pieces is another curiosity from, paradoxically, Feldman's early years, both formally and notationally. There are four pieces, the first slow, the second fast, the third very slow, and the fourth very fast. All are, unsurprisingly, very soft. Rhythm and duration are left unnotated, the score consisting purely of black note-heads and the occasional pause sign. Cage once wrote that Feldman's pitch-notated works are versions of him performing his own graph scores. This idea seems particularly applicable to the Last Pieces. The title is puzzling - perhaps they are the last works of the 1950s, or maybe they are the last works to be notated so. Either or neither way, they point towards the greater flexibility of the works Feldman composed in the 1960s.

For Bunita Marcus is, likeTriadic Memories, an absorbing, intimate journey featuring contrasting moments of mobile-like stasis and detailed (if not frenzied) activity. Despite its length it is most economical with its material and considerably more sparse than Triadic Memories.  A progression can be detected from linear, thin textures, through reiterated patterning, from which a thicker texture emerges of more tonally-reminiscent chordal material. It is even more spacious than Triadic Memories and Palais de Mari and perhaps is all the more involving for it. With the pedal down almost throughout, it is a sensuous work, each interval being as if magnified within the long time-span, and not a note sounding out of place. The surface simplicity of a score such as this will likely disappoint the keen analyst attempting to work out how he does it. The genius of Feldman is revealed in For Bunita Marcus, whereby his keen ear and sensuality triumphs over method to create a magical work of unsurpassing beauty.

--------

Bryn Harrison - être-temps

“We must consider each individual and each thing of the entire universe as One time. Thing’s don’t hinder things; equally time does not hinder time. Therefore time awakens mind, mind awakens time, simultaneously”.

Extract from shobogenzo uji (no. XX)  by the 13th Century Zen monk Dogen, translated from the Japanese by  Eido Roshi & Charles Vacher

être-temps was commissioned by Philip Thomas with funds provided by Sheffield and Southampton Universities. It was written for and is dedicated to Philip Thomas. 
Bryn Harrison studied composition with Gavin Bryars and briefly with Christian Wolff and Alvin Lucier during the 2001 Ostrava New Music Days in the Czech Republic.  His music has been heard extensively throughout Europe as well as performances in the USA and at the 2001 ISCM World Music Days in Japan. Ensembles have included Duo Contour, Ensemble Recherche, Ixion, Apartment House and the London Sinfonietta as well as soloists such as Irvine Arditti, Mieko Kanno, Susan Knight, Teodoro Anzellotti and Andrew Sparling. His newly commissioned piece ‘low time patterns (1-5)’ will be premiered in November by Ensemble Recherche during the 2002 Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival.

Michael Parsons - Piano Piece August 2002
This is the latest in a series of piano pieces using 'time-space' notation, in which the time-intervals between sounds are not exactly measured but depend upon the judgement of the performer. This form of notation was used by Feldman in some of his early piano pieces, as well as by Cage, Earle Brown and others. The timing of sounds in performance corresponds generally with the spacing of the notes on the page, which may be interpreted flexibly. This allows the sounds to have a degree of independence, to float, their durations influenced more by listening to resonances than by counting and measuring. The pitch material is chromatic and systematically determined, without exact repetition, distributed horizontally (in time-space) by chance and vertically (in register) by ear. The performer chooses how to make the connections between each sound and the next one. There is also a cyclic option: the piece was written with the idea that the end could be joined to the beginning, and that a performance could start anywhere.


       (MP)

'Piano Piece August 2002' has been commissioned by Philip Thomas with funds from the Universities of Sheffield and Southampton.

Michael Parsons was born in Lancashire in 1938. He first studied classics at St.Johns College, Oxford (1957-61), then piano and composition at the Royal College of Music, London (1961-2). Since the mid-1960's he has been active as a composer, performer, writer and teacher. He belongs to the generation of English musicians who in the 1960s and 70s explored a wide range of radical alternatives to prevailing traditional and mainstream tendencies. In 1969 he was co-founder with Cornelius Cardew and Howard Skempton of the Scratch Orchestra, a large experimental group of trained and untrained musicians, including composers and improvisers, as well as visual, mixed-media and performance artists, who pioneered an open approach to musical activity and performance unrestricted by traditional boundaries.

After the dissolution of the Scratch Orchestra in 1972 he developed a renewed interest in compositional structure and wrote a number of pieces based on systematic procedures. In 1972 he toured as a percussionist with Steve Reich and Musicians in the first European performances of Reich's Drumming. In 1974 he formed a duo with Howard Skempton to perform their own works for percussion, voices and instruments. He continued to work closely with visual artists, and from 1970-1990 was a visiting lecturer in the Department of Fine Art, Portsmouth Polytechnic, at Chelsea College of Art and the Slade School of Art, University College London. In 1996-7 he was composer-in-residence at Kettle's Yard, Cambridge.

Recent performances and commissions include have taken place in Germany, Austria, the U.S.A. and Italy. His writing on music has appeared in the Musical Times, Contact and other journals and he is a contributor to the New Grove Dictionary of Music.
James Saunders - #271002

Since 2000 I have been working on #[unassigned], an ongoing modular composition which is flexible in its construction, with modules (individual short pieces, drones, fragments, electroacoustic material) being detachable, and appearing in different versions of the piece. 

The whole #[unassigned] project aims to explore how a change of context or synchronisation affects the way we perceive events. I am interested in the listener gaining an alternative perspective of the music at different hearings, with each reinforcing a global perception of the piece, and one that is subject to (at times radical) change. 

The nature of the project means that each version features an entirely different instrumentation, duration, and deployment of material, and is composed for a specific performance, with the actual title being derived from the date. There is no definitive score or version of the piece as all display different possibilities within the boundaries of the project and are composed especially for the musicians involved (normally through the use of a combination of new and existing material). I am essentially writing one piece which is always different.



(JS)

James Saunders' music is regularly performed in the UK and Europe, and he has worked with Apartment House, duo Contour, SUONO MOBILE, Ensemble Resonanz, 175 East and Cambridge New Music Players. James studied at the University of Huddersfield and latterly with Anthony Gilbert at the Royal Northern College of Music. He is a Senior Lecturer in Music at the University of Huddersfield. New versions of his modular composition #[unassigned] have recently been performed at the Wittener Tage fur Neue Kammermusik, Darmstadt, and Inventionen (Berlin). In early 2003 he will undertake a residency with composer Mathew Adkins at the Experimental Studio of the Heinrich Strobel Foundation in Freiburg, and complete an installation version of #[unassigned] for Champs d'Action for performance in Bruges.

Morton Feldman (1926-1987), although having studied composition with, amongst others, Stefan Wolpe, effectively began his career as a composer at around the time he met John Cage, in 1949. Along with composers Christian Wolff and Earle Brown, and pianist David Tudor, Cage and Feldman brought an entirely new dimension to twentieth century music composition in the 1950s by exploring music that was indeterminate in various ways and which refused to subscribe to the prevalent modes of compositional thought (which at that time was predominantly  based upon systems of total organization). Feldman composed music entirely intuitively, moving from one sound to the next as his ear dictated. His friendships and discussions with the great abstract visual artists of the time, such as Rothko, Kline, Guston, Rauschenberg, greatly influenced his approach to sound and he sought a sound world which was as sensuous and direct as was their art. 

In the 1950s and 60s Feldman experimented with different types of notation, with greater or lesser choices left to the performer, including allowing the performers to choose the pitches or durations. From the 1970s onwards Feldman returned to writing fully notated scores, which took on a greater complexity in the last ten years of his life. This coincided also with an interest in the scale of a work, resulting in pieces which last well over an hour, and in some cases, a number of hours. Feldman described this change in his music by likening his early works to 'objects' and his later works to 'evolving things'.

Philip Thomas (b.1972, North Devon) graduated from Hull University in 1993 with a 1st class honours degree in music and the Departmental Prize. He went on to study with Peter Hill at Sheffield University, gaining a Masters degree in 1994, for which he performed and studied the piano sonatas of Sir Michael Tippett. Remaining in Sheffield, in 1998 he was awarded a PhD in the performance practice of contemporary piano music. He is currently based in Sheffield, from where he pursues an active performing career and teaches privately and at the University. In September 2000, he was appointed Head of the Sheffield Music School.

Philip specialises in performing new and experimental music, including both notated and improvised music. His concerts are noted for being both accessible and provocative. He places much emphasis on each concert being a unique event, often addressing an underlying theme or issue. Philip's most recent projects have included performances of solo music by Lachenmann, Zimmermann and others in Spring 2002, and a highly successful three-concert festival of the music of John Cage and contemporary British composers, including a number of world and British premieres. This took place in February 2001 at the Mappin Art Gallery, Sheffield, and subsequently toured venues across the country. 

Philip is a regular pianist with leading experimental music group Apartment House. Recent performances with them have included two concerts at the Ultima Festival, Oslo, a Luc Ferrari/Sylvano Bussotti presentation at the 2002 Hoxton New Music Days; a world premiere by Christopher Fox, broadcast on the German radio network WDR, in April 2002, at the Witten Neue Musik Tage; and a portrait concert of Clarence Barlow at the Hoxton New Music Festival in June 2001, which included two solo works and was subsequently broadcast on BBC Radio 3. Future performances with Apartment House include 2 concerts at the 2002 Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival, featuring a major portrait of the music of Christian Wolff. 

Other recent collaborations have been with electronics improvising duo Transient v Resident, and Manchester-based Ensemble 11.

Philip has premiered solo works by Richard Ayres, Chris Burn, Richard Emsley, Michael Parsons and Stephen Chase. His repertoire also includes works by Clarence Barlow, Gerald Barry, Luciano Berio, John Cage, Cornelius Cardew, John Croft, George Crumb, Morton Feldman, Michael Finnissy, Graham Fitkin, Christopher Fox, György Kurtag, Helmut Lachenmann, Olivier Messiaen, James Macmillan, Per Nørgård, Katherine Norman,  Arvo Pärt, Wolfgang Rihm, Robert Saxton, Howard Skempton, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Mark R.Taylor, Michael Tippett, John White, Christian Wolff , Walter Zimmermann and others.

