John Cage and Twenty-First Century Britain


Trying to recall the exact moment when the idea for this weekend was born, the catalyst which set the project in motion, is proving to be difficult. I know I was thinking about which composer's music I was wanting to play next in 1999 and was sketching ideas for concerts in January 2000 (hearing music by Richard Ayres and Christopher Fox at Huddersfield; wanting to play Michael Parsons' music for some time, and waiting for a suitable opportunity; hearing Chris Burn's improvisations at Mick Beck's venue Over The Top; being immediately drawn to the look of Richard Emsley's scores and consequently the beauty of his music). However, tracing the impact John Cage has had upon my life and thinking, and the consequent desire to perform his works in Sheffield, leads me not to a specific origin but on a journey of associations, influences and experiences. 

Morton Feldman - he came first. His music continues to move me profoundly and I think my appreciation of Cage's music is partly through Feldman's ears; being in Frankfurt when Cage died, during a festival which he was supposed to attend; Michael Finnissy - questions everything, challenges conformity and apathy; Martin Archer and Mick Beck, two very different Sheffield-based musicians whose performances never fail to inspire, surprise and defy categorisation; Chris Burn (astounding pyrotechnics inside Mick's piano 2 years ago); AMM and John Tilbury, one of the very finest pianists I know of; Captain Beefheart and The Fall - rare imagination, and the intelligence to keep the musical accidents (let down only by their egos); Rothko, Calder, Rauschenberg; Mondrian and Bridget Riley; Merce Cunningham; Michael Nyman's Experimental Music and Roger Sutherland's New Perspectives in Music; The Wire; teaching a course in Cage's music at the Sheffield Music School (perhaps this was the beginning)

Cage was a gentle anarchist whose entire life challenged the norms of music-making and listening. Far too often categorised by people who wish to claim him for their own cause, he was a unique creative individual. A desire to experiment, to find out, to hear something new, led him to ask the questions no-one else at the time dared. People who like his ideas but dismiss his music aren't asking the right questions. His humanity shines through in all his work, whether music, poetry, art, lectures or anecdotes. I am drawn to all these aspects of his character as they reveal a man who cared about his work (he did care about the sounds) but who refused to allow it to be exalted above his love of life (and mushrooms). Rather, his music exemplifies the pleasure in simply being.


My intention in these concerts is to present a small proportion of Cage's music within some kind of context. I am aware that Cage is more notorious, more heard of, than his music is actually heard. This is some loss. As this weekend features only the piano music, an enforced selection process has taken place - so much of his piano music derives from his early years, and he wrote no piano music during the 1960s. Inevitably constraints of time and energy, combined with my personal choices, create a set of concerts which reflect my concerns and priorities at this point in my life. There is a vast wealth of other music, as well as writings and art, for anyone inspired by these programmes to tap into.


As I have researched and attempted to absorb Cage's beautiful prose over the last year, I have felt increasingly daunted by the enormity and profundity of his art and thinking. His ideas developed at a rapid rate and he had the courage to both demonstrate these in his music (often in an extreme manner, uncompromising) and also to move on from them. Thus anyone wishing to generalise, summarise or categorise Cage's contribution to twentieth-century artistic thought will inevitably come up against some form of contradiction within Cage's own work. 


On a number of occasions as I have been considering different interpretative angles to his music, I have wondered what Cage would have thought of a piece he wrote five, ten or thirty years earlier. What did the composer of Music of Changes think of The Perilous Night? It is extraordinary to consider that a mere five years separate the Sonatas and Interludes (the preparations of which were chosen 'as one chooses shells on a beach') and Music of Changes, nearly all the decisions of which were obtained by tossing coins. Likewise, I have struggled with interpretative decisions in much of his music, particularly that of the 1950s onwards which leaves many decisions to the performer (such as Music for Piano). To what extent do I consider these notations as forums for improvisation within set limitations whilst at the same time reflecting Cage's subjugation of the ego in his compositional processes? And how might I interpret some of the earlier pieces through the experiences of the later ones? There are no answers, and as soon as someone suggests one the pleasure and challenge of Cage's music will be denied.  


In combining Cage's music with that of a number of British composers I hope to demonstrate the influence, direct or indirect, his music and ideas have had on our approaches to making music. What links all the composers featured is a desire to hear new things, to explore different ways of making, listening and organizing sound. Their music is curious - what do we make of it? - but also intimate, inviting, unpretentious, and, ultimately, very human. Cage, like the other composers featured, invites us to enjoy a shared experience in fresh ways.                                             


There are a number of people whom I would like to thank in supporting and helping me in setting this weekend in motion. Firstly, enormous thanks to Tim Whitten, who has shown tremendous support from the very beginning and who has negotiated the support from Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust; all the staff at the Mappin Art Gallery; Peter Hill and Virginia Messenger from the University Music Department (sorry for the endless hassles, Ginny); Ann James and Ian Spooner (University public relations); Adrian Moore for invaluable assistance with all things electronic; Chris Dingle, page turner supremo and valuable support; Steve Chase, Richard Emsley and Michael Parsons for their beautiful music; Mick Beck and the Other Music crew; Reuben Grocock (University Drama Studio), for putting up with my practising whilst working; and Tiff, for her constant support.


I would also like to thank and acknowledge The Hinrichsen Foundation, The Holst Foundation, The Britten-Pears Foundation, Yorkshire Arts, Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust, and Sheffield University Music Department for funding this event.

John Cage - Sonatas and Interludes

I remember being both shocked and thrilled when I first heard a piece for prepared piano by John Cage. Shocked because I knew of Cage only by reputation and expected something typically (to my mind at that time) avant-garde and alienating, and thrilled because I instantly fell in love with the sounds emerging from an instrument I thought I knew well. When I first heard the Sonatas and Interludes (on a recording) I thought it one of the most beautiful pieces of music I'd heard and immediately concluded that people who talk of John Cage as a man of interesting ideas but dismiss his music simply couldn't have heard it.


The preparations for the Sonatas and Interludes are beautifully chosen, revealing Cage as someone with a highly sensitive ear and, if the composition demanded, exquisite taste. The instructions as to how to prepare the piano are detailed and precise, measuring the distance from damper to preparation to within a sixteenth of an inch. However, Cage was to relax such precision considerably in later pieces, realising (and doubtless taking pleasure in the fact) that the same material at the same distance from the damper on a different piano could create a different pitch and/or timbre. The piano being used tonight is quite different from the one used by Cage when deciding upon these preparations. In addition, the types of screw and bolt being used tonight, their lengths and diameters, and the extent to which I have inserted them between the strings of the piano will all differ from Cage's original performances. I have used my discretion regarding the exact measurements, observing the approximate distances and adjusting them to obtain a pitch and timbre to my liking. Thus the performance tonight, whilst hopefully being close to Cage's intention, also reflects my experiences testing different materials and preferences.


Formally it could be said that the important issue is that each note, once prepared, is fixed with regard to its timbre and pitch. However, the subtleties of the prepared piano are such that slight differences of attack, dynamic, pedalling, etc. can significantly alter the resulting sound. For example, the pitch might change, the resonance might enhance aspects of the timbre, or a percussive rattle might be added. Additionally, the use of the soft pedal may erase the extent to which a note has a defined pitch as the hammers shift slightly to the right, hitting only two of the three strings. If one is unlucky, a note might be struck too hard, forcing a less secure material to jump out of the strings, affecting that note's consequent sound and that of any of the notes upon whose strings that material might fall!


With all these variables, it may seem surprising that I praise Cage's choice of preparations. However, the types of material demanded create a specific sonority, even if not an exact pitch or timbre, which would have been clear to Cage. More importantly, it is the combination of the preparation and the context of that note within a piece, its dynamic, movement and attack, that make these pieces in particular so subtle. (Many of the prepared piano pieces written to accompany a dance are more percussive and vigorous than are these concert pieces.) At their quietest and most intimate they match the music of Cage's friend Morton Feldman. At their more vivacious and colourful they are comparable to the orchestral music of American composers such as Carl Ruggles and Lou Harrison. Cage intended them to reflect the permanent emotions of Indian tradition - the erotic, the heroic, the odious, anger, mirth, fear, sorrow, and the wondrous. These all point towards the state of tranquillity, reflected in Cage's increasingly static stylistic preference. There is no specific state attached to each piece, but their varied and contrasting natures are suggestive of certain of the emotions listed.


The work is divided into 16 sonatas and 4 interludes in the following order: Sonatas 1-4; Interlude 1; Sonatas 5-8; Interlude 2; Interlude 3; Sonata 9-12; Interlude 4; Sonatas 13-16 (with Sonatas 14 and 15 linked by the same material). 

Stephen Chase - Noise is kinder

Sounds lost, found, cut and pasted.

An hommage of sorts to Robert Rauschenberg, Merce Cunningham and John Cage.

Snapshots; "a series of photographs" (Iain Sinclair: "noise is kinder (in the German sense)" - child-like? childish? Güt(er) for you? well-behaved? Art? - Is Art well-behaved Noise?).

Noise is kinder was commissioned (with funds from Yorkshire Arts) by, and is dedicated to, Philip Thomas.





    












             (SC)


Noise is kinder pays tribute to Cage in a number of ways. The piano is prepared to a small extent, the fragments of sounds/ideas/material seem random, disconnected except through time, and the notation has elements of indeterminacy within certain limits, a feature of Cage's music from the early 1950's onwards. Like so much of Cage's music, it questions our notions of good/bad art, of quality vs quantity, without turning such issues into statements of fact.
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Chris Burn - and only the snow can begin to explain...



    as if as


Chris Burn is internationally known for his work as an improvisor, showing exceptional mastery of the interior of the piano. These two works, however, restrict the hands to playing the keyboard alone. Despite this, ever-shifting sonorities are produced through silently depressing keys to create sympathetic resonances from unattacked strings. Both pieces were composed after developing material that Chris felt was appropriate both for improvisation and for notated composition. A third piece is for 4 hands at one piano. The music is vivid and colourful, gestural and volatile, yet there is also an intimacy as one is drawn to the resonances behind the foreground material. In this way moments of stillness, during which the piano is left to activate itself, are contrasted with frantic glissandi and clusters. 

Cage is important to me for so many reasons but the overiding reason is that he opened up a whole new route for all those musicians who were seeking to travel a different way.

For those in the west who wanted alternatives, put quite simply he offered one - an awesome alternative that has had profound implications and enormous resonance ever since.




          






    
      Chris Burn
Howard Skempton - A Humming Song




        Quavers 3




        Of Late


Howard Skempton is one of the key English composers who, in the 1960s, responded to the music of the American experimentalists, with Cage at the helm, and Morton Feldman, Christian Wolff, Earle Brown and the pianist David Tudor among them. A comparable British group might include the late Cornelius Cardew, Skempton, Michael Parsons (see Saturday and Sunday night's concerts), and the pianist John Tilbury. Prominent amongst Skempton's output are a (growing) number of piano pieces and accordian pieces. These are mostly miniatures, perhaps comparable in their intimacy and succinctness to Cage's Sonatas and Interludes. They are simply stated pieces, non-manipulative, usually tracing a single idea, music stripped to its essentials (without excess baggage) and consequently can be terrifying to play due to the exposure of the basic and subtle actions of the piano and pianist. 


A Humming Song is one of Skempton's earliest pieces and, in common with much of his early work, involves the use of chance. A selection of pre-chosen events are subject to chance operations to determine their ordering, and the pianist is told to play as quietly and slowly as possible. Quavers 3 is one of a series of works in which the resonances of a selection of chords are 'kept alive' through repetition. Of Late is an exquisitely chosen sequence of chords written in memory of John Cage.

John Cage - Waiting



   Music of Changes 1



   4'33"



   Music for Piano 4-19


These pieces represent some of Cage's earliest use of chance techniques in his compositions. Cage began to use chance, primarily by means of the I Ching  and tossing coins (using the ancient Chinese book of wisdom effectively as a computer to translate the coin tosses into compositional decisions), as a way in which his personal choices and tastes could be limited (but not eliminated altogether). This had been hinted at in earlier compositions, such as Two Pieces, 1946, The Seasons and String Quartet in Four Parts. The limitations in these pieces governed the durational structure and the extent to which ideas (chords, single notes, arpeggiated figures, etc.) could be transformed, thus each idea retained more or less a clear identity throughout. 


In the Music of Changes (of which only the first of the four books is being played tonight) limitations were imposed to much greater extent. The material itself was chosen by Cage (and is similar to the types of material used in earlier pieces) and arranged as units in a chart formation, alongside an equal number of silent units. The I Ching was then used (involving an unhealthy amount of coin-tossing) to determine which unit was to be used, at which point in a bar measured in centimetres, at which dynamic, with which attack, at which tempo, in combination with how many other units, and so on. The result is a highly complex notation and succession of events (more complex than any of Cage's previous music due to the superimposition at times of multiple layers of events), and which is at times impossible or nearly impossible (chance processes rarely taking into account the limitations of two human hands). 


It is a stunningly original work which, despite Cage's intention to lose his intention, betrays Cage's good ear for piano sonorities. To the pianist it can be an unforgiving work, demanding considerably more gruelling practise than a four-minute piece would normally. However, taken on its own terms I have found it an ultimately rewarding piece to learn, probably more so than the hours it must have taken Cage painstakingly tossing dice and notating the result.


Waiting is a short piece, substituting delicate ostinato figures for the more varied selection of material used in Music of Changes. The use of silence is more prominent here and the title is perhaps a tongue-in-cheek reference to the ostinato material, which is (to coin one of my favourite Cage phrases) 'attractively disinteresting' (a more optimistic presentation of the concerns of Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot).


4'33" is undoubtedly Cage's most (in)famous work, and the only piece many people know him by. When a piece gains such status it is often the case that the creator of the work either rejects it or downplays its significance. However, for Cage 4'33" remained a favourite piece, saying in 1974

I think perhaps my own best piece, at least the one I like the most, is the silent piece. It has three movements and in all of the movements there are no sounds. I wanted my work to be free of my own likes and dislikes, because I think music should be free of the feelings and ideas of the composer. I have felt and hoped to have led other people to feel that the sounds of their environment constitute a music which is more interesting than the music which they would hear if they went into a concert hall.

Of course, 4'33" is not a silent piece, it is made up of unintentional sounds, the sounds of the natural environment and, in tonight's performance, the unique sounds of a number of people gathered within a small art gallery in Sheffield on a February evening. Each performance is thus entirely unique and is the antithesis of the composer wishing to transcribe a fixed version of a musical idea through notation. The duration was calculated using chance procedures and although originally notated as being in three movements, Cage later felt this to be unneccesary, as indeed he did regarding the total duration. Tonight's performance reflects my preferred performing version, as a single continuous movement.


In the 1950's Cage wrote a series of pieces entitled Music for Piano (there are 84 pieces in all). In these pieces Cage used both the I Ching and a new procedure to determine musical events. This new procedure was to identify imperfections on a single blank page, marking them with pencil, and then tracing these onto a page containing four sets of staves (each new page is a new piece). Chance operations were used to determine what clef would be attached to each stave, how many notes would appear on a single page, and (in the case of Music for Piano 4-19) whether these would be struck, plucked or muted. The pianist is left to decide upon dynamics, durations, tempo, etc. The result is a less complex piece than Music of Changes due to the restrictions imposed upon the types of sound event (all single notes, only three types of timbre), and as such is comparable to Cage's late works, the so-called 'number' pieces.


Music for Piano 4-19 can be played as individual pieces or as a set and can be combined with other performances of the same. For tonight's performance I have made three versions, each lasting 12 minutes, which will be heard as two pre-recorded versions combined with a live version. To make these versions I used my own chance procedures to determine which pieces I would include and in what order. This gave me a total number of staves which I was able to calculate a time-length for, each stave being an equal subdivision of the total 12 minutes.

Richard Emsley - for piano 3




   for piano 4




   for piano 13


The piano music of Richard Emsley is a comparatively recent discovery for me, and, though Cage may not be a primary influence upon the composer's work, there are features which suggest comparisons with certain works by Cage. Each piece establishes its own identity from the very beginning and maintains it throughout, inviting the listener into its unique field of sound and focusing our attention upon the subtle inflections that  keep the idea alive. Though the three pieces being played tonight are essentially monodic, the minute rhythmic details and the leaps of register (within the upper half of the keyboard) also give the impression of a simultaneity of layers of the same material, different versions of the same piece. 


Thus, it could be said that these pieces are both static (at the macro level) and active, teeming with life (at the micro level). The sense of ever changing stasis has parallels with Cage's Music for Piano as well as later works such as Ryoanji and some of the number pieces. Indeed, Emsley uses chance techniques within prescribed limitations to produce the detail within. For the performer, the notation is immediately attractive, giving some degree of freedom (for example, there is only one dynamic marked at the beginning of each piece) and an abundance of rhythmic, metric, and phrasing detail to respond to. In each piece the pianist is forced to consider every aspect of his/her touch and, as in Skempton's music, is conscious of the vulnerability created by the exposure of every movement. 


for piano 3 and for piano 4 are predominantly lyrical pieces, whilst for piano 13 (commissioned for these concerts with funds from Yorkshire Arts) is a louder work, with ringing sonorities. The composer cites as a starting point for this piece his 'first memory of the sound of church bells, and in particular English change-ringing,...on Sunday mornings during visits to my grandmother's house in York (Acomb) as a boy. The inevitable rhythmic inaccuracies I have always found mesmeric, and this characteristic would, I'm sure, have been thought by John Cage to have been a collection of "wonderful accidents".'

I remember Cage saying that music should not speak but should sound (although I can't believe he would have used the word "should")

Richard Emsley
John Cage - One

This is one of the earliest of Cage's 'number' pieces, the titles of which simply depict the number of players involved. These pieces were the main focus of Cage's compositional activity in the final few years of his life (he wrote at least 47, 23 of which were written in his final year). Uniting them all is the use of time brackets which delimit the times in seconds during which an event or sequence of events may begin and end. The types of activity within these brackets vary from piece to piece, but a general tendency is toward sustained, overlapping sounds. One is, however, an exception. The material for each line consists of two sequences of chords, each chord with its own dynamic but without duration, notated on two staves. The noteheads are black, in contrast to the white noteheads of One5 suggesting shorter durations than the later piece. The order of events on each stave is as written but the relationship of events between the two staves is left to the pianist. If the title of these pieces referred to the layers of events, it might have been called 'Two', as there is a clear sense of two independent lines, though of similar material.

Michael Parsons - Krapp Music

Krapp Music is a piece for pianist using live and recorded sound, written at the request of John Tilbury. It is based on the play Krapp's Last Tape by Samuel Beckett, in which Krapp listens to and comments on a recording of his own voice made thirty years before. This suggested the possiblity of a similar relationship in the music: the pianist plays live in response to recordings of himself playing in the same space, one made at medium distance, another more remote. The contrast between past and present speech in the play is thus reflected in the counterpoint of live and recorded piano sound, in a spatial perspective of different distances and resonances.


The piece is in 4 parts: Prologue, Section 1, Section 2, Epilogue. All the pitch material is derived from selected passages of text by means of three different letter-to-pitch codes. These correspond with different periods of time in the play: the first is used to derive pitches from words spoken by Krapp in the present (age 69); the second, from words which he recorded on tape thirty years previously (age 39); the third uses a conjectural reconstruction of an earlier recording of Krapp as a young man (in his late twenties) which is referred to but not actually heard in the play.


Since the method used to derive pitches from the text is in some degree automatic, it may appear to be relatively arbitrary and even random in its results. Nevertheless, becaue of the frequent recurrence of certain common sequences of letters in English, it generates a fairly consistent and limited set of pitches and intervals, giving rise to certain characteristic melodic and harmonic features. Apart from the use of this compositional method, however, there was no conscious intention to illustrate the text of the play in specific detail. Once the pitches had been determined, the music began to assume its own formal and expressive character, to become self-sufficient and independent of the drama.


Samuel Beckett's characters often reveal an acute awareness of the quality and texture of sound and a habit of listening with concentrated attention. A possible precedent for the transformation of speech into patterns of pure sound is suggested in the words of one of his earlier heroes:


Not that I was hard of hearing, for I had quite a sensitive ear, and sounds unencumbered with precise meaning were registered perhaps better by me than by most. What was it then? A defect of the understanding perhaps... Yes, the words I heard, and heard distinctly, having quite a sensitive ear, were heard a first time, then a second, and often even a third, as pure sounds, free of all meaning...      (Molloy)

(MP)

Christopher Fox - More things in the air than are visible

In 1987 I wrote a piano piece for Philip Mead called More Light. Philip and I had originally intended that the piece would have a tape part but, as I worked on the music, the need for a tape part evaporated; More Light turned into music for solo amplified piano. So in 1992, when Philip asked whether I would like to write him a new piece, there was unfinished business to resolve.


More things in the air than are visible is in three movements of which the outer two involve tape, although in very different ways. In the first movement, a synthetic version of the piano defines a rhythmic space within which the live piano part gradually accumulates material. In the second movement there is a gradual shift in registers which takes the pianist's hands outwards and between the second and third movement this outward movement undergoes a metaphorical translation. In the third movement it's as if the piano itself has been taken out of the concert hall; once again the space which the piano occupies is defined by the tape part, but in this movement the space is an unedited recording of an aural landscape, somewhere in the vicinity of the concert hall.


Philip Mead commissioned More things in the air than are visible with funds from Yorkshire and Humberside Arts and gave the first performance in the Lyons Concert Hall, York University on March 18 1994. During our previous work on More Light Philip taught me what good piano writing was like; I'm grateful to him again for all his cooperation and patience during the work on this piece.


        




    (CF)

As Morton Feldman once said, John Cage gave other composers permission to make work for which they might not otherwise have had  sufficient courage.  I worked with him for a week 20 years ago and he radiated the benign certainty that came from knowing that he had a great  mind and a great ear.  Thank you, John.


         






      Christopher Fox
John Cage - The Perilous Night


    Tossed As It Is Untroubled


In comparison to the Sonatas and Interludes (being one of the other few works for prepared piano by Cage not specifically written for a dance) The Perilous Night is both a more robust and mysterious work. The nature of the preparations is generally more percussive involving more thudding and rattling noises. There are six contrasting movements with only the third and fourth resembling the more meditative qualities of the Sonatas and Interludes. The first and fifth movements are terrifying pieces, graphically evocative of the title (which Cage is quoted as saying depicts 'the loneliness and terror that comes to one when love becomes unhappy'). The final movement verges on the hysterical, as a two rhythmic motives, one in the woodblock-like upper registers and the other in the more resonant but still dampened lower registers, are repeated and pitted against each other. The sheer basic persistence of the process is redolent (to my ears) of the more minimalist rock tracks by my favourite rock group, The Fall.


Tossed As It Is Untroubled is a short piece, written for a dance production by Merce Cunnigham. It consists of a limited number of notes prepared using weather stripping (I have substituted draught-exluder tape) with the additional sonority of two notes prepared using screws near the end of the piece.

John Cage - Two Pieces, 1946

In the (pre-chance) mid-1940's Cage was seeking new methods to limit his compositional choices further than the durational structures he had imposed. These Two Pieces are the first examples of a new technique often referred to as the 'gamut' technique (developed further in pieces such as The Seasons and String Quartet in Four Parts). This essentially involves a limited selection of material (chords, single notes, brief fragments of melody) each unit of which retains its identity as Cage 'slots' it within a fixed durational structure, essentially unchanged or varied. The continuity is dependent upon Cage's taste, each section generally focusing around one or two of these ideas.


The choice of material reflects Cage's preferences for sevenths and ninths intervals and one can detect the influence the sounds (though not the methods) the music of Schoenberg and Webern had upon Cage (as it did upon Feldman also). These preferences can be detected in Music of Changes also, though the changing tempi and multiple layers of activity disguise this to some degree. Significantly, the first piece reveals the increasing importance the role of silence was to play in Cage's compositions and ideas. In this piece, spaces of up to five bars at a time are left unfilled by notated material.

Richard Ayres - No.16


Much of the music featured in tonight's concert is concerned with the organization of material. Richard Ayres' No.16 (the title refers to the chronology of his compositions) is arguably almost entirely concerned with the ordering and contextualising of disjunct material and the role played by memory in this process. The composer had said 

I don't flatter myself that I am inventing something completely new to the world - I'm just rearranging what already exists - I think we are all busy rearranging what exists - playing around with our cultural building blocks. It is how we personally rearrange our vision of the world, what choices we make or don't make, that leads to an interesting and personal musical composition - or a personal contribution to life.


The material presented in this piece includes the active and the static, the dramatic and the still. Some ideas seem entirely new, whilst others suggest past musics or references to other musics. The switches between types of material are immediate and in that sense they are dramatic yet the drama does not suggest an obvious continuity - rather, it is like a rapid changing of TV or radio channels, throwing one into entirely different worlds in an instant - forwards, backwards, and forwards again.


Material is never repeated exactly, though some return a close match. Variations and reconfigurations include the use of trills, transpositions, additional layers, extensions, etc. Before the final section, the rate of alternation between materials is increased, fragmenting some material to single bars, creating both a sense of climax but also destruction. The final section contrasts with this previous violence in its hushed stillness - delicate sounds rotating, recalling the mobiles of Alexander Calder, fragmented and emotionless, culminating in a continuous rapid succession of notes derived from the previous fragments.

I remember the summer holidays in 1976, it was always sunny. My mother used to wake us all up, draw back the curtains, letting the sunlight fill the room, and say "It's a beautiful day out there, get up and go out and play". Years later, I came across the music, ideas, and personality of John Cage, and the effect was very similar - he broke through the walls of academic greyness, of senseless traditional presumptions, pointed out the wonderful diversity of the world, and said "Go Play!".

Richard Ayres
John Cage - Two Pieces (1935)

Among the very earliest published pieces by Cage are these two short abstract pieces, the first slow and the second fast. In common with his concerns at the time (influenced by the music of Schoenberg in particular, who, two years earlier, was his teacher for a brief period) it consists of small units built mostly upon the intervals of the fourth and fifth. These are notated in groups of one, two, or three notes. Apart from these groupings and the bar-lines (which are different for each hand) there are no other expressive or articulatory markings. 


Cage once said of his early works that 'What I wrote, though it sounded organized was not pleasant to listen to'. I find in these pieces, however, a simplicity of thought which is very beautiful combined with the irregular groupings and bar-lines to create enough detail to entertain the ear. It seems that Cage also found some pleasure in these pieces later in life as in 1974 he revised them, though to what extent and how I do not know. Interestingly this date coincides with a resurgence of interest in composition on Cage's part after a decade of almost absolving the role of the composer.

Michael Parsons - Fourths and Fifths




    Piano Piece December 2000




    Four Oblique Pieces


The hallmarks of Michael Parsons' music are discipline and objectiveness. Each piece delineates certain boundaries, whether of duration, of material, of method, or of all these things. These form the character of the piece which is then pursued with determination, imagination and great sensitivity to the qualities inherent to the requirements laid down. There is a restraint to Parsons' style which allows the ear to be attuned to the finer details of the material and which, as in the music of Morton Feldman, opens up wider possibilities for variety and subtleties within certain limits. As with Howard Skempton's music, the notation invites the performer to make informed but personalised responses in order to realize that which is upon the page to a greater degree than much contemporary music. The pianist must consider the nature of the piano (engaging with its 'spirit') and the context in which it is being played in order to inform his/her decisions regarding tempo, dynamics, attack, etc. 


'In the 1970s and early 80s I was interested in writing pieces which used only the most basic tonal elements - a kind of musical fundamentalism, of which Fourths and Fifths is a typical example. It is based entirely upon the intervals of a fourth and a fifth, with a fixed set of 12 pairs of notes (dyads) whose sequence, with each repetition, is gradually altered by a change-ringing permutation (as in traditional English bell-ringing). Dedicated to John White, who first used such a basic progression of 4ths and 5ths in his Gothic Chord Machine (1970).


'Written specifically for this occasion at the request of Philip Thomas (with funds provided by Yorkshire Arts), Piano Piece December 2000 is probably my most explicitly Cage-like piece to date. Silently depressed keys are used to elicit harmonics from the primary notated pitches, creating resonances which often escape from the equal-tempered tuning system. The piece uses chromatic material derived from a permutational chart (similar to that used in the Four Oblique Pieces) with the elements spatially distributed over two pages of space-time notation by means of a random number system, leaving tempo, dynamics and rhythmic articulation to the discretion of the performer. Any continuity from one element to the next is disrupted; new juxtapositions and connections arise which could not have been predicted. The composition of the piece thus exemplifies Cage's precept of 'an experimental action... the outcome of which is unforeseen'.


'Four Oblique Pieces make use of some of the more subtle and colouristic aspects of piano sonority by eliciting sympathetic resonances and harmonics from the struck notes with silently depressed keys. The title refers to the use of unresolved dissonance and suspended tonality (shades of early Schoenberg, and late Scriabin!), and also to the process of composition: the ordering of pitches was determined by a permutational chart, involving the continual recurrence of the 12 pitches of the chromatic scale in varying, sometimes unpredictable combinations. The compositional method is generally submerged, but its origins are aurally perceptible in certain places - e.g. in the descending sequence of 4ths and 5ths which opens the first piece, and in the second's rising and falling chromatic scales.'

(MP)

Cage's music is still full of surprises. It strips away the psychological accretions which have become attached to the idea of 'music', and invites us to listen with fresh ears, without prejudice. We can now listen to everything with attention and interest, no longer concerning ourselves with its intention and meaning.

Michael Parsons

John Cage - One5

The second number piece for solo piano is a less densely filled piece than the first (see Saturday's concert). Like the first, each hand is separately coordinated but here the score is notated with left hand notes on the left column of the page, and right hand notes on the right. Other differences are that the time brackets are more frequent and irregular (and differ for each hand), notes are to be played singly, and the notes for each hand do not correspond with traditional treble and bass clef. Instead, it will be seen that the intervals for each hand span the extremes of the keyboard. Cage has directed that there are to be as many overlaps of sound as possible. This may be coordinated using the sostenuto pedal (as in tonight's performance) or the sustaining pedal. The irregular lengths of time given to each sound or collection of sounds suggests different dynamics for different notes (the shorter lengths suggesting quieter dynamics) though, unlike One, there are no dynamics marked. If using sostenuto pedal instead of sustaining pedal, a note may be held down for a longer period than the time it takes to remain audible but which may consequently result in further harmonics when another note is struck. I find this piece to be utterly beautiful - for me, Cage at his finest - and can think of no better way to end a concert.

Richard Ayres was born in Cornwall in 1965. In 1986 he followed Morton Feldman's intensive classes at the Dartington summer school, and after this experience decided to make music a full-time occupation. He studied composition, electronic music, and trombone at the polytechnic in Huddersfield, graduating in 1989. Since September 1989 he has lived and worked in the Netherlands. He followed the postgraduate composition course at the Royal Conservatory in Den Haag, studying with Louis Andriessen, and graduating 1992. 

From 1990 Richard Ayres has worked as a composer receiving performances from among others the ASKO Ensemble, the Schönberg Ensemble, Ives Ensemble, the Dutch Parliament, the Gaudeamus Foundation, as well as writing for ensembles with more unusual instrumentations formed for specific projects. 

In September 1994 during the Gaudeamus Music week he was awarded the International Gaudeamus prize for composition, and in June 1999 "No.31" (for trumpet and ensemble) was awarded a "recommendation" at the Unesco Rostrum of Composers in Paris. Richard is currently working on a large orchestral work for the CBSO commissioned by the Aldeburgh festival, a “NONcerto” for Horn and the ASKO Ensemble, and a work for Harp, piccolo and viola for the 2001 European harp Symposium. 

  

Chris Burn was born in Epping in 1955. Following studies at the University of Surrey he worked as a pianist, composer, arranger and conductor. He also became involved in jazz performance before making the transition to free improvisation in the early '80s. This has been his predominant interest to date and he considers all his compositional work to be informed by his experiences in this area of contemporary music making. In 1984 he formed Ensemble, an octet of improvising musicians whose work embraces some aspects of composition. He is renowned for his development of traditional piano techniques, in both improvisation and his performances of Cowell and Cage. The piano pieces and etcetera for snare drum will appear on a cd on acta alongside some arrangements Chris has made recently of guitar solos by Derek Bailey. These are for a trio led by harpist Rhodri Davies along with violin and cello.

John Cage was born on September 5, 1912 in Los Angeles, California, and died in New York City on August 12, 1992. In the 1930s he studied composition with, among others, Henry Cowell and Arnold Schoenberg. His early works included a large number of percussion pieces, often written to accompany dances (Cage worked as composer and accompanist for the dance department at the Cornish School, Seattle). It was to accompany dance productions that he created the famous prepared piano, involving the insertion of screws, bolts, rubber and other materials between the strings of the piano, significantly altering its sound. 

The study and practise of Zen Buddhism, combined with the writings of the early Christian mystic Meister Eckhart and Indian aesthetics, influenced Cage both to increasingly subjugate his will and ego in his compositional processes and to embrace silence as being as equally valid material with composed material. These ideas were expressed in works such as Music of Changes and his most famous work, 4'33" (consisting of that length of time of silence) and the use of chance (primarily using the I Ching) to determine events and their ordering became established as the primary compositional method. During the 1950s Cage explored ways of using chance to produce works that were consequently indeterminate regarding their actual performance, resulting in at times highly elaborate graphic scores. 

The 1960s saw the most extreme expression of indeterminacy in Cage's output. Compositions frequently consisted only of descriptions of processes or situations, or even of events after they had taken place. Cage returned to using notation in the 1970s and from this point his music varies enormously, from simple reductions of music by Satie, to complex highly virtuosic solo works and more graphic scores. 

Included in his output is music for piano, prepared piano, percussion, chamber groups and small ensembles, solo voice and groups of voices, orchestra, electronics and tape, books, lectures, poetry, drawings, lithographs, prints and other art-work. He is widely acknowledged across the art forms to be one of the most significant creative voices of the century.
Stephen Chase was born in London in 1973. Initially self-taught in composition, he later studied with George Nicholson for a M.Mus. at Sheffield University. His works have been performed by, amongst others, COMA/London Sinfonietta (State of the Nation '98), pupils of the Sheffield Music School, Liverpool Metroplitan Orchestra, the PM Ensemble, and regional COMA groups.

Richard Emsley was born in Yorkshire in 1951 and studied music at University College Cardiff, at the same time regularly attending Peter Maxwell Davies' composition classes at dartington Summer School of Music. While a student Emsley was A co-founder of the Cardiff Composers' Ensemble, and later co-founded the London-based ensemble Suoraan with the composer James Clarke.

His works, nearly all for soloist or small ensemble, have been widely performed in Britain as well as in Europe and the US, and have been broadcast in Britain and Germany. He has been a recipient of an Arts Council Bursary for Composers and has been a member of the Composers' Forum at the Darmstadt Ferienkurse für Neue Musik. Articles on his work have been published by Keith Potter (in Classical Music) and Richard Barrett (in Tempo). In 1996 Emsley embarked on a (continuing) project of works for solo piano.

Christopher Fox (b.1955) is  a composer, teacher and writer on new music. The Wire has described him  as  "a tantalising figure in British music" and his work defies ready  categorisation; it has, as a result, been variously described as 'complex',  'minimal', 'senile' and 'like a steamroller'. Recurrent in Fox's output are large-scale works, often made up of a number of more or less free-standing component parts, which are held together as much by their shared ideas as by any  simplistic notion of stylistic consistency. These include the 'geomorphological' sequence, stone.wind.rain.sun, the Schwitters works (two sets of songs  and a radio work, commissioned by the BBC in 1993 and nominated for the Prix  Italia), and Alarmed and Dangerous, another BBC commission which draws together brass instruments, security alarms and millenialist warnings.  

His music is  available on CD from Metier, Clarinet Classics, HatHut and NMC.  As a writer on new music he has  published in Musical Times, Contact (of which he was also an editor),  Contrechamps, Contemporary Music Review and Tempo and is co-author of the books Uncommon Ground: the music of Michael Finnissy and Von  Kranichstein zur Gegenwart.  He  joined the Music Department of the University of Huddersfield in 1994 where he currently holds the position of Reader in Composition. He is also a trustee of  the York Early Music Foundation and Chairman of the ISCM British  Section.

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.

 Howard Skempton was born in Chester in 1947, and has worked as a composer, accordionist, and music publisher. He studied in London with Cornelius Cardew from 1967 and with whom he and Michael Parsons founded the Scratch Orchestra. Cardew helped him to discover a musical language of great simplicity and since then he has continued to write undeflected by compositional trends, producing a corpus of more than 300 works - many pieces being miniatures for solo piano or accordian. Skempton calls these works "the central nervous system" of his work.

A number of his compositions have been recorded, including the hugely successful Lento for orchestra on the NMC label by the BBC Symphony Orchestra, and the piano compilation Well, Well, Cornelius performed by John Tilbury. 

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. He places much emphasis on each concert being a unique event, often addressing an underlying theme or issue. Recently he has given performances of Michael Finnissy's Folklore and Morton Feldman's Triadic Memories at the universities of Bradford, Durham, Hull,  Manchester (Metroplitan), Newcastle and Sheffield, plus a London debut at the British Music Information Centre. After the current Cage weekend, Philip will be performing many of the works featured at venues around the country.

His repertoire includes works by Richard Ayres, Gerald Barry, Luciano Berio, Chris Burn, John Cage, Cornelius Cardew, George Crumb, Richard Emsley, Morton Feldman, Michael Finnissy, Graham Fitkin, Christopher Fox, György Kurtag, Helmut Lachenmann, Olivier Messiaen, James Macmillan, Per Nørgård, Katherine Norman, Michael Parsons, Arvo Pärt, Wolfgang Rihm, Robert Saxton, Howard Skempton, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Michael Tippett, John White, Christian Wolff and others.

 




