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As I feel myself to be very much involved in pre-
cisely the situation which I shall try to describe, I
can but show the seemingly disordered variety of
points of view which are responsible for, or con-
sequential to, the general climate in which Euro-
pean composers are, at present, living, thinking, and
working. My point of view, which I consider to be
neither more nor less justified than any of the oth-
ers, and which will undoubtedly become evident on
these pages, should be understood as just one more
example for that which I hope to communicate.

A request for information on a certain subject can
be met in two distinctly different ways. One may be
to come forth with a sequence of statements which
contain what one believes to be relevant informa-
tion. The other may give an account of the ques-
tions which at a given time have been provoked by
this certain subject, thereby endeavouring to allow a
glimpse of what one hopes will become significant
information.

Statements, it seems to me, exhale by their very
nature a breath of the past tense. Their value con-
sequently consists in a kind of general validity, not
pertaining exclusively to any special moment or sit-
uation. One can occasionally make them fit, but
they then pass at the expense of the content, be-
coming ever more questionable as they are repeated.
There is a lot of honest belief in statements, but al-
most never any hope. As of course this statement
also shows.

I therefore prefer to deal with questions, when-
ever the subject belongs to the present. And there
cannot even be a question of preference, whenever
the subject proposes to relate to images of the fu-
ture. Information on such images and propositions
simply cannot contain factual results, but always, at

best, a truthful report on speculations in progress.
It was, in this sense, somewhat alarming to notice

how a worldwide criticism concerning certain Euro-
pean publications on contemporary music seriously
tried to deduce the absence of information from a
seemingly improper use of scientific terms and from
a prevalence of overly pretentious style in some of
the published essays and articles. None of the critics
attempted to prove as a necessary premise for this
deduction that an incorrect statement could not pos-
sibly communicate a correct information. Nor was
any assurance given that a proper application of sci-
entific terms would be useful in explaining musical
theories. Almost all these critics quite unscientif-
ically jumped to the fallacious conclusion that the
reasons for which an information may fail to reach
the addressee disqualify the information which thus
got lost.

This example, however, gains real significance
only when seen in a somewhat broader context. A
tendency to neglect, or even to forget, the differ-
ence that obviously exists between giving informa-
tion about something and the teaching of something,
can be discovered everywhere, even in the most un-
expected quarters, where the knowledge of this dif-
ference should certainly be assumed. This tendency
has its own history. I believe it to be quite old in-
deed. But since it seems to appear and disappear
periodically, I shall limit my investigation to its pro-
voking influence on musical activities in our cen-
tury, and especially to the European situation. It is
my opinion that therein, one possible explanation,
among many, for recent developments on the scene
of musical composition and theory can be found.

The vocabulary generally used to characterize
and to explain the impact or the lack of impact
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which the composer’s work has on its audience, or
even on its contemporary society, stems from a well-
known and frequently exploited store of more or
less metaphorical expressions. It has not changed
much through the ages. But its significance for
the composer has changed considerably because of
a certain turn the meaning of this vocabulary has
taken in this age, when unprecedented eloquence
appears in print swiftly all over the world. What
once was the listener’s individual expression de-
scribing the quality of a personal experience, now
has, purely by dint of quantity, adopted the qual-
ity of a judgment on the work in question. But
because of the vocabulary used therein, this judg-
ment always seems to refer to a musical work,
which by the “judgers” is understood to propose
rather than to represent music. In spite of the in-
disputable fact that, where music is concerned, the
composers are the competent professionals, these
“judgers” ask themselves where music is going in
relation to their standards, instead of changing their
standards in accordance to the music, which after
all, notwithstanding anybody’s opinion has come
into existence. Since the composer’s professional
competence, however, does not teach—that is, ac-
cording to standards or by referring to usefulness—
but rather informs on facts, regardless of standards
and oblivious to usefulness, the vocabulary of judg-
ment has taken refuge by expressing doubt in the
professional competence of the composer.

The general opinion of the culturally interested
public accused Mahler of triviality, banality, and ex-
aggerated use of means for superficial effects. De-
bussy was rather soon accepted and praised, but al-
most just as soon accused of being merely a com-
poser of “atmosphere”, of “ambience”, be it exotic
or Parisian. Arnold Schoenberg, when after the first
World War he came up with his musical innovations,
was first accused of presenting deliberate chaos as
music, only to be accused a little later, after the peo-
ple had heard about his system, of limiting the free-
dom of inspired invention. It also seems to me mis-
leading, to say the least, to construe a coincidence
out of the fact that Anton Webern’s work was con-
demned to silence many a year for political reasons,
only then to be considered just as silent when at last

it did reach the public.
History reports many such examples. Each is told

as a variation on the same old theme, the “roman-
tic” struggle of artists to gain recognition for them-
selves and for their works in their society. As if ev-
ery artist’s life were just another repetition of the
same old story, with slightly different trimmings in
each particular case.

Many composers in Europe today not only doubt
the validity of these reports, they even wish to evade
the fate of one day becoming the helpless “heroes”
of another of these legends. And they want some-
how to get around the temporary misunderstanding,
which seems to have hit just those masters they most
respect. First of all they do not agree that there is an
old story which only repeats itself again and again.
They conceive of the traditional inertia of society in
relation to its contemporary artists as one single but
very long story, which must eventually come to an
end.

Furthermore they consider it most probable that
the swift development of the technical reproduc-
tion of music might very soon, maybe in their own
lifetime, revolutionize the concept of music’s social
function so thoroughly that all the traditional atti-
tudes, mental or habitual, which came to be asso-
ciated with the listening to and the appreciation of
music, would slowly become obsolete. It is obvious
that this process could only be commercially ini-
tiated, commercially controlled, and commercially
understood. The question which presents itself to
composers is whether they are to be drowned in this
flood, or to be carried by it to unprecedented heights
and distances. In other words, composers have to
decide whether to express their hostility to the pow-
ers that be by tactics of opposition, or by helping
them along to a desirable finish.

There are other thoughts which, seemingly less
realistically and less rationalistically founded, still
show the composer’s preoccupation with the func-
tion of music in society. An allergy against the col-
loquial meaning and usage of the word “new” has
become rather violent now, after a prolonged period
of merely annoyed and almost condescendingly aca-
demic smoldering. Though they admit that nearly
every variety of confusion pertaining to the term
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“new” seems abominably commonplace, and, ap-
parently, unworthy of serious discussion in profes-
sional circles, many composers today have decided
that it has become naive, unrealistic, and acutely
dangerous, to further believe in the tolerable inno-
cence of these confusions. They claim that these
confusions, which at first manifested merely a lack
of discrimination under the impact of something
new, have now developed into powerful weapons in
the hands of those who wish to discriminate against
everything new.

One more point, before I set out to show how such
considerations have influenced in a tangible way the
musical development in Europe. Most contempo-
rary composers agree with the public (though not
in the choice of terminology) that our time has pro-
duced some trends in music which constitute, to the
meaning of the word music, a revolution far greater
and far more incisive than any of the many historic
precedents. It seems that something which basically
had not been challenged for hundreds of years, and
in consequence was taken for granted, cannot be
taken for granted any longer. That which apparently
is meant by this something can be described only
vaguely as being the potential information value
contained in the musical patterns which all musi-
cal events have the tendency to form within time.
Expressed in a simplified but still rather vague way:
the contention of the composers might be called a
growing suspicion that no matter which composi-
tional method is employed, the forming of really
new patterns is becoming increasingly improbable.
It is felt that by now even widely divergent meth-
ods of musical element organization generally pro-
duce rather similar musical patterns, and that the se-
mantic value common to similar patterns overshad-
ows and overrules, in power of communication, the
differences between dissimilar methods of organiza-
tion. Thus was raised the problem of how then to in-
vent and compose new musical gestures, if this can
not be done by relying on a new compositional tech-
nique or method or system. The absurdity, which
seems to lie in the form in which this problem is
presented, is considered to be one of its positive fea-
tures.

Those who create a climate will then also find

themselves influenced by the very climate they
helped create. If one wishes to know about rather
than evaluate an intellectual climate, i.e., rather to
gain than give information, then it is necessary to
know about the motives common to all those who
represent this climate. The half dozen points of
consideration which I have sketched out so far, ac-
count, I believe, for the problems and questions
which most advanced composers in Europe today
believe to be the important and interesting premises
for professional discussions. These discussions, the
study of compositions and the analysis of the writ-
ten essays which are now so often requested of com-
posers, or which they feel called upon to write, of
course also reveal on what particular problem each
composer places the main accent at a given time. It
also shows how the problems keep changing their
position in the light of each particular attempt at
a solution. But at the same time, it should be un-
derstood that any one composer’s works, theories,
and opinions, while containing authentic informa-
tion about that composer, represent second hand in-
formation only as to the circumstantial climate in
which the composer is active. This holds true even
if a composer’s temporary influence were held to be
part of the general climate.

There is a difference between the new music,
called “experimental” and “avant-garde” by music
critics and that presented under these terms by the
composers themselves. Only a small part of the
usual hopelessness which prevails in the relation
of alleged representatives and guardians of public
opinion with the true problems of either the music or
its public is worth mentioning. Europe can show no
more than maybe five officially recognized writers
whose praise can be taken as a success of the com-
poser’s intentions, and whose disapproval can be
understood as being disappointed hopes rather than
confirmed prejudice. This goes to show that the rep-
utation for cultural activity, which generally is asso-
ciated with Europe, should definitely be qualified as
a reputation acquired for the merit of preservation
rather than initiation of culture. And it yet remains
to be proven, before appearances are judged, that
what is preserved here more than elsewhere can in-
deed still be called culture. The development of mu-
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sic in Europe during the last fifty years documents
a growing opposition against precisely that pretense
to culture which has become a commercially sup-
ported weapon to inhibit an urgently required and
historically justified renaissance of cultural produc-
tivity.

This situation gains in complexity by the fact that
even composers of serious music occasionally act
as if they believe preservation to be the cause of tra-
dition. The confident conviction that mere contin-
uation of an already established concept will bring
about new continuity is very hard to shake. One
does not seem to agree that a tradition worthy of
preservation only comes about when a new concept
of continuity is invented, first to connect that which
at the time is considered disconnected, and then to
prove just that to be conforming to cultural progress
which at the time is being attacked for disturbing a
cultural situation.

Looking at the scores which have been written
in Europe during the last ten years, and listening to
those performances of them that have taken place in
the last five years, I have gained the following vari-
ety of information. If I am one such composer, then:

1. I may decide that a new method of adminis-
trating musical materials will naturally gener-
ate new musical patterns.

2. I may only hope that such a process will take
place.

3. I may decide that a new method of adminis-
trating musical materials will allow me to or-
ganize the musical patterns, which I hold to
be new, in such a way as I believe is implied
by the term composition.

4. I may hope that by using a new method of ad-
ministrating musical materials, I may find a
way of composition, hitherto not implied by
that term, which will generate the character-
istics of newness in any resulting musical pat-
terns.

5. I may decide on the musical patterns, and then
search for a method of administrating musical
materials which will extend the characteris-
tics of newness to what I believe to be implied
by the term composition.

6. I may decide that it depends on what I believe
to be administration and composition whether
any acoustical event will adopt the quality
identified with the term “musical”. I may then
hope for the behavior of the performers and
the audience to create patterns that are conse-
quently of new musical relevance.

7. I may decide that what I believe to be ad-
ministration (or lack of it) and composition
(or lack of it) will bring about an acoustical
event, the quality of which then will define
the meaning of the term “musical”; I may de-
cide further that the behavior of the perform-
ers and the audience will create new patterns
which consequently are of musical relevance.

Whatever I might believe were the ideas and
thoughts which moved me to write a piece the way
I did—the resulting score (whether read or heard)
will inevitably belong to one of these categories.
Actually to only one, because even if, theoretically,
traces of another category could be spotted, their
function would take on the quality of a disturbance
or negligent oversight rather than the character of an
attempted counterpoint of intentions. The aforego-
ing should be somewhat qualified by the reminder
that while looking at or listening to a score, dif-
ferent persons might disagree as to the category
with which this score should be associated. On the
other hand, I hurry to concede that just at present it
is amazing to observe how often some composers
succeed, by following only one set of ideas and
thought, to produce a series of works of which each
belongs to a different one of the above mentioned
categories. It is far more difficult, therefore, to
ascertain the propositions and intentions which di-
rected the composer’s hopes and decisions than to
discover the way in which the composer organized
the composition. And it is far more difficult to un-
derstand the composer’s propositions and intentions
than to ascertain them. These difficulties hamper
the relation between the composer’s music and the
composer’s audience. All kinds of music lovers
are quick in assuming that an apparent similarity
between difficulties of understanding allows them
to infer a similarity between the communications,
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which they believe are meant to be understood.
Thus it happens again and again to composers as

well as to listeners, to analysts as well as to crit-
ics, that they undiscerningly confuse, or identify, the
complexity of means with the complexity of pur-
pose. If people have difficulties in understanding
something, it is their privilege to decide whether
that “Something” is very complex, or whether they
are simpletons. Hopeful vanity, even with the usu-
ally modest, tends to one direction. I dwell on this
point and indulge in rambling on about it, because
it implies an almost informative description of the
chaotic picture which public discussion of new mu-
sic presents today. And because it may help to
explain why, as I wish to contend, a short period
of helplessness towards “language” and “words” on
the part of lecturing and speculating composers does
not necessarily point to their suffering under a spell
of inferiority complexes, or from a neurosis ex-
pressed by a fascinated belief in pseudo-scientific
and would-be mathematical pomp. But rather that
it points to a helplessness of language itself, when
confronted with a supercilious usurpation of author-
ity by the incompetent, who are supported and en-
couraged by a well-educated but corrupt commer-
cialism. To bring order into this picture, which at-
tempts to show a crisis of communication of ideas,
is almost impossible, as the picture itself cannot but
bear evidence of that crisis. The best one can do is
try to evaluate the significance, which lies in the rep-
etitious occurrence much more than in the content,
of the following sequences of request and response.
If I am such a composer,

1. I might be asked to explain my composition.
I do. I am then attacked for having tried to
explain music.

2. I might be asked to explain what my music is
supposed to mean, or to say, or to express, or
to describe, etc.

a. I refuse, and am accused of inhabiting a
vacuum or an ivory tower.

b. I comply. In which case my music is ac-
cused of having needed an explanation.

3. I might be asked to explain how I composed
one of my works, and what it means to me.

I come forth with a manifesto, proclaiming
how music should be composed and under-
stood.

4. I might be asked to state my views as to the
general problems of contemporary music. I
come forth with an analysis of my own works.

5. I might be asked to contribute program notes
for a work of mine, which is to be performed
in a concert or a festival.

a. I comply by commenting on what, in my
opinion, distinguishes my music from
other music. These program notes are
not accepted for reasons which make it
evident that what is wittingly or unwit-
tingly being demanded of me is that I
show how there is nothing which really
distinguishes my music from other mu-
sic.
or

b. I comply by asserting my respect for
what, in my opinion, is common to all
music anyway, and therefore, of course,
is also inherent in my music. The pro-
gram notes are accepted.

I may now venture to speak about my picture,
as it emerges from this accumulation of observa-
tions, and which could not be greatly changed by
any additional observations, although these might
challenge, modify, or even confirm and develop the
analytic description of the situation.

The attacks once launched on Mahler’s music
were phrased in a vocabulary so different from that
used for the later attacks on Schoenberg that almost
everybody was misled into the belief that Mahler’s
and Schoenberg’s works were misunderstood for
different reasons. Almost all the literature written
on behalf of either seems to corroborate this. Not
only weatherbeaten apologists but even convinced
apostles, young and old, can be found trying hard
to expound that what does not seem plausible to the
stubborn public and to the conservative colleague
should, in fact, be found very plausible indeed. By
doing this they defy their own purpose. In Mahler’s
case, because it was just his seeming plausibility
against which the attacks were launched. The peo-
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ple resented the length, the pathos, the apparatus,
because it seemed to tell them with superfluous in-
sistence what they believed they already knew. They
did not understand that Mahler used the plausible
only as a means to achieve such ambiguity in his
musical language as would render it implausible to
the society he had to live in. Whether he reasoned
that a lack of plausibility would constitute a new ex-
perience, or whether he hoped to draw attention to
what he considered new by stretching plausibility
to implausible dimensions, is a question that was
not discussed for a long time, but is being discussed
a great deal now among European composers. Es-
pecially among those whom the critics call “ultra-
moderns” and “radicals”.

But in the early twenties when Schoenberg be-
came known, Mahler, as a problem at least, was for-
gotten. Schoenberg, with all his anticipating cau-
tion, and others with their more didactic methods,
had begun to show how not everything is incoher-
ent that seems incoherent. With Schoenberg’s inno-
vations it became possible, not only for apologists
and apostles but even for opponents, to cover for
years and pages a field where the differences be-
tween plausibility and logical structure were disre-
garded. A campaign was started, which is still go-
ing on, to inform the listener that whatever a com-
poser does is done according to some rules which ei-
ther are inherent in or imposed on the material used.
This campaign, which was started around 1925, had
a surprising success. It inadvertently confirmed two
diametrically opposed beliefs at the same time. It
supported the contention of Schoenberg’s and We-
bern’s opponents that a logically conceived method
of composition still does not present the listeners
with a work which is plausible to them, and so
encouraged the now raging defamation of the al-
legedly “intellectual” composer. Simultaneously, it
supported the contention of the followers and admir-
ers of the “Viennese School” that the plausibility of
a logically conceived method of composition com-
municates itself to the resultant work, which thus
becomes musically understandable. For some time
now, however, the composers of “new” music have
been developing a gnawing suspicion concerning
the aptness of an assumption according to which

plausibility is conducive to understanding. They try
to connect the evidence in the cases of Mahler and
Debussy, where understanding was defied by too
much apparent plausibility, with more recent evi-
dence which proves that plausibility simply does not
seem to generate understanding. Thus emerges the
desire to banish, in the interest of understandability,
all attempts at plausibility.

But first one must find out what it is that has to
be avoided. It appears that composers and listen-
ers alike, when confronted with a musical experi-
ence, tend to find their bearing, in order to evalu-
ate meaning and quality of the music, by measur-
ing that which seems new to them with that which
seems familiar. Each listener’s particular selection
of familiar experience, which then is used as a kind
of measuring rod, usually is suggested to that lis-
tener by some important features of the work heard.
Now, it has been observed that at times experienc-
ing familiarity becomes an end in itself, instead of
being instrumental in providing the means for the
yet unfamiliar to become that end. The new and
unfamiliar thus will be accepted only insofar as it
can be made to embellish this measuring rod, and
only insofar as it can be expressed in terms famil-
iar to the listener. Under these circumstances the
term “new” naturally loses its original meaning, and
the performance of new music its intended impact,
even on a friendly audience. What has to be sup-
pressed, therefore, seems to be everything that al-
lows for this self-indulgent use of the measuring rod
in the pursuit of a plausibility that can not but sub-
stitute for understandability. This banishment has
to take place within and through music itself. The
search goes for a way to compose which will lead
to a musical event that, neither in part nor in the
whole, suggests to the listener, especially not to the
well-educated listener, the “familiar” musical expe-
riences of which it might seem to be a variation, a
rudiment, a caricature or any kind of derived conse-
quence. For this it would be necessary that the very
concepts of development or evolution, together with
the adherence to the principle of cause and effect,
neither be used nor hinted at nor propagated in any
of the hitherto obvious or hidden manners.

This search is directed at a goal which most prob-
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ably will forever remain beyond reach. But at least
it should serve as an imagined point of reference to
which present endeavors could be related. What it
in fact would amount to is an individual standard
by which a composer can consciously estimate the
probable degree of “familiarity” that the composer’s
musical language is going to suggest to the listener.
This puts composers in the desirable position of be-
ing able to plan according to their own intentions
and ideas when and where they may accept, for their
language, the risk of being recognized, and when
and where they needs must strive to avoid it.

The long and protracted attempt of enlightened
composers to convince their opponents of the plau-
sibility of their professional actions is slowly com-
ing to an end. The plausibility of language itself
has rendered the plausible explanation uninforma-
tive. Too great a familiarity with the communicating
medium allows the unheard of to pass practically
unheard and unnoticed.

This line of thought has influenced some com-
posers’ attitude towards problems of contemporary
music. The familiarity with music as a communicat-
ing medium has grown so fast during the last cen-
tury that everybody is easily able to recognize the
seemingly familiar means of communication, with-
out understanding, yes even without hearing, the
music. This ability, to recognize easily just that
which is not meant to be communicated in a mu-
sical context, and thus to overlook the real signifi-
cance of its existence, is the result of a process by
which the mental association of the term “music”
with a certain limited and well defined set of means
of communication, has become taken for granted. It
is this set, this system, to which the so-called popu-
lar music appeals today, just as it did sixty years ago.
And now, it finally is dawning on the composers that
even their new music is taken to be merely an ex-
perimental research project, which investigates new
ways of referring and appealing to the same old sys-
tem. They have come to understand, at last, that
all their new music is applauded and turned down
for one and the same reason, namely, for using and
speaking an old language in a new way. All audi-
ences love the old language and some the new way.

If the purpose of music is to endow acoustical

events with a sense which the acoustical material
in itself would not possess, and which can be per-
ceived by an audience as a communication of con-
temporary relevance and significance about usually
abstract visions and movements in the human mind,
then the purpose seems to have gotten lost in our
time, because the audience endows the music with a
sense which was perceived long ago, at an entirely
different occasion, and which now will not commu-
nicate anything of contemporary relevance and sig-
nificance anymore. A new musical language, there-
fore, will unfortunately remain unheard, even unno-
ticed, until the newness of ways has become com-
monplace enough to stand back behind the newly
reinstated purpose. However, this reinstatement of
the purpose of music will not become discernable
until it can be expressed by a language of music that
can neither be understood nor even misunderstood
in terms of the old set of communicative means.

This problem of an apparently vicious circle ur-
gently requires solving. Nobody knows at present
whether a solution should be looked for or whether
it should be invented, or whether it is already hid-
den in some recent compositions, soon to become
clearly and unmistakably evident. The fact, how-
ever, that speculations on the reinstatement of the
lost purpose of music have become a subject of se-
rious interest and vivid controversy for many com-
posers today, seems to me to present important evi-
dence that indicates how radical a change in the so-
cial function of music is being anticipated by these
composers.

Out of the immense quantity and variety of fac-
tors which combine to enliven the general intellec-
tual climate in Europe, the teachings of information
theory and of modern sociology, more than any-
thing else, have influenced composers’ attitudes in
dealing with their problems. By getting acquainted
with these disciplines of thought, composers have
learned that there isn’t any such thing as a “purely
musical” material or a “purely musical” idea, and
that their problem of “how to compose music of
contemporary relevance and significance” must be
considered as being involved and entangled with a
great quantity of problems, which, in themselves,
and without the composers’s initiative, would have
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no connection with music at all. It will take some
time until these connections will be established. The
slowness of progress in this direction corresponds to
the sudden increase of knowledge needed for com-
posing music which is to have contemporary rel-
evance and significance. Since young composers
usually do not wait until they know all there is
to know, and because young people are occasion-
ally inspired by impressions of a latent knowledge
which in fact they do not yet possess, I contend that
their mistakes, their exaggerations, their uncouth
stylistics, and especially their compositions more
often than not contain a rare feature, namely the yet
unevaluated information on the degree of urgency
with which a directional drive gains influence, even

on those who neither know its origin nor its destina-
tion. What I call “unevaluated information”, proba-
bly is the extreme contrary to what usually is under-
stood to be given through “teaching”. It is meant in
this sense, when I claim that the term “masterwork”
was introduced in order to sell musical merchandise
by the dozen to an audience which desired to be
taught without obligation, while an audience which
desired information could not be found. As para-
doxical and absurd as it may sound, I contend that
composers of new music today attempt to view life
realistically, while their audience is trying to with-
draw further into the ivory tower which it once had
erected for the composers.
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