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INTRODUCTION: 
TEMPORALITIES IN CONTEMPORARY MUSIC

RICHARD GLOVER

Welcome to the third edition of the CeReNeM journal, which explores notions of 
temporality and the temporal experience in contemporary and experimental musics. 
 Issues of temporality  often permeate many  musical discussions, yet  there remain 
comparatively  few sustained theses on the subject. In particular, contemporary and 
experimental musics, which can offer radically unique temporal experiences, provide 
many rich untapped sources for scholarly investigation. Often, research stops short of 
examining the actual experience, instead remaining focussed upon what information can 
be drawn from the score, or the compositional intentions behind a piece. But what is the 
relationship  between these composed designs, and individual temporal experience? The 
former can undoubtedly provide more context to the discussion, but fails in producing a 
full understanding of the real, felt experience of musical temporality. Just as when it is 
said that time itself may do this, or that, then what is actually under discussion? The 
individual experience is replaced by supposed objectivities, described using 
terminologies which close off discussion to other viewpoints. Investigation of 
temporality in music needs to be an investigation into how we experience temporalities 
in music: how do musical context, environment, and space, amongst others, alter 
experience?  Temporality is intertwined with our own self-awareness, and our own self-
consciousness. As philosopher David Couzens Hoy’s reading of Merleau-Ponty states: 
‘Temporality is subjectivity, and subjectivity is temporality’ (2012, p.73).

 Part of the motivation for this journal issue’s theme is the addressing of this 
situation, and the following papers adopt a variety of approaches in attempting to 
explore further how to discuss the musical temporal experience. R. Andrew Lee and 
Maarten Beirens both take a single work from the minimalist canon (Tom Johnson’s An 
Hour for Piano and Louis Andriessen’s De Tijd, respectively) and discuss the pieces’ 
influences and construction in relation to the listener’s experience. Both authors frame 
their investigations using Jonathan Kramer’s terminology of verticality, but follow 
intriguingly  divergent routes in their discussion: Lee brings a performer’s viewpoint to 
this writing, whilst Beirens draw upon an intimate knowledge of Andriessen’s work to 
illuminate his analysis. 
 Composer Bryn Harrison discusses his approach to the use of cyclic repetition in 
his own music, in conjunction with the listening experience. As well as examining the 
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repetitive compositional devices employed in recent pieces, Harrison considers his close 
relationship  with the work of visual artists such as James Hugonin, Bridget Riley and 
Tim Head. He explores connections between our perception of these artists’ works and 
our auditory  perception’s scanning across the continuous cyclic structures in his own 
music, investigating how this can impact upon the temporal experience. 
 The notion of ‘dwelling’ inside the listening experience is proposed by Sarah 
Davachi, whose article suggests that familiar techniques of minimalist composition can 
create very particular spatiotemporal environments. Works by La Monte Young and 
Arvo Pärt  are analysed to demonstrate how, despite their overt  sense of stasis, these 
composers’ music generates specific, distinguishable inner worlds of movement.
 The opening article assumes an alternative strategy by  including both the 
composer’s and performer’s discussion of the same piece: Richard Beaudoin describes 
his use of ‘microtoming’ in his recent string quartet Flutter echoes, discussing the 
process of transcribing recordings and ensuing notational issues, particularly with 
regard to durational specificity. The following performer’s commentary by Neil Heyde 
gives an account of temporal considerations in the interpretation of this unique 
compositional approach. 
 The sum total of the diversity inherent across these five articles should demonstrate 
that consideration of all aspects of music making are vital to the discussion of the 
temporal experience, allowing for greater awareness and the development of further 
connections. This issue does not intend to provide absolute answers concerning the 
subject of how we might think about, or experience, temporality. Instead, it opens up 
new avenues for thought; discussions are narrowed so as to explore original, focussed 
areas for scholarship, providing new tools for further creativity in all its guises.

The University of Huddersfield is hosting a two-day symposium exploring music of 
extended durations over the weekend of 7-8 September 2013. The symposium will 
feature papers, discussions, installations and concert performances, and aims to bring 
together a diverse range of artists and scholars working in this area to understand 
concepts and methods, and suggest future pathways for research. 
 A call for papers will be issued on the CeReNeM projects page. Please contact  
Richard Glover at r.glover@hud.ac.uk for more information. 
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THE HANDLESS WATCH: 
ON COMPOSING AND PERFORMING FLUTTER ECHOES

RICHARD BEAUDOIN AND NEIL HEYDE

Étude d’un prélude II - Flutter echoes for string quartet is one of the first works to be 
based on the transcription, into standard notation, of millisecond-faithful micro-
temporal data; the work was composed in 2009, premièred in 2010 and recorded in 
2011. This article provides a first-hand account of its inception by the composer, 
Richard Beaudoin, and one of its first performers, Neil Heyde, cellist of the Kreuter 
Quartet. The micro-temporal data was collected using the Lucerne Audio Recording 
Analyzer [LARA], a powerful software developed by the acoustic researchers Dr Olivier 
Senn and Lorenz Kilchenmann of the Hochschule Lucerne, Switzerland. The object of 
their analysis, and the source work behind Flutter echoes, is Martha Argerich’s 1975 
Deutsche Grammophon recording of Chopin’s Prelude in E minor, Op. 28, no. 4. [Audio 
excerpt from Flutter echoes]
 The first half of this paper provides insight into the work and the process of its 
composition, while the performer’s commentary presents an account of the practical 
and interpretative challenges presented by this compositional approach which, owing to 
its unique relationship to time, has been called ‘temporalism’. 

Keywords: audio analysis, microtiming, Chopin, notation, tempo, rubato, interpretation, 
physicality

There were about a dozen watches in the window, a dozen different hours and 
each with the same assertive and contradictory assurance that mine had, 
without any hands at all. Contradicting one another. I could hear mine, ticking 
away inside my pocket, even though nobody could see it, even though it could 
tell nothing if anyone could.

And so I told myself to take that one. Because Father said clocks slay time. He 
said time is dead as long as it is being clicked off by little wheels; only when the 
clock stops does time come to life.

- William Faulkner (1952), 
The Sound and the Fury (p. 85)

Composer’s Introduction

Music notation is a visualisation of time, and so the ability to shape and manipulate time 
becomes central to a composer. Attempting to notate musical ideas clearly involves 
finding the intersection between ‘heard time’ and ‘notated time’. Indeed, this is also a 
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central preoccupation of performers, many of whom (including the Kreutzer Quartet) 
observe that the disposition of the notes on the page affects their phrasing; gestures can 
suggest their own elongation in time by the size and style of handwriting or engraving. 
 I began working with microtiming as a compositional material in February 2009. 
Fundamentally, this technique involves measuring, in milliseconds, the interonset 
intervals (IOI) between all sound events in a given recording; IOIs can be understood as 
the time between the beginnings of successive sound events, or notes. It also involves 
measuring, in decibels, the sound energy during any moment in the life of a given sound 
(attack-point, decay). Translating these time and volume measurements into standard 
notation produces a transcription of the recording, which can then be used (in a variety 
of ways) as the basis for a newly  composed work. At the outset, it took some weeks for 
me to digest the newness of seeing performed gestures superimposed across a metre. 
Firstly, there is the practical act of properly transcribing the measurements, which 
involves determining time ratios, metres and subdivisions. While this act might seem to 
be a kind of busywork, it  profoundly shapes the resulting piece and represents an 
integral part of the aesthetic decision-making. Secondly, there is a more philosophical 
component which involved acclimatising, to composing with, against, above, below and 
‘in the presence of’ the time proportions of an earlier performance. The Kreutzer 
Quartet state that this acclimatisation process also occurs for those who perform these 
pieces. 
 Across all of my compositions, Flutter echoes, and its immediate predecessor, 
Étude d’un prélude I - Chopin desséché, are exceptions, in the sense that  they  re-express 
all of Chopin’s pitches in Argerich’s rhythms. They likely represent my own ‘coping’ 
with this new type of material, and are effectively ‘rhythmic experiments’. From my 
perspective they feel hardly  like my work at all, and I said as much to the pianist Mark 
Knoop when I presented him with Chopin desséché in summer 2009 (Knoop 
respectfully  disagreed with me). These two pieces are the first and second works in the 
series called Études d’un prélude, twelve of which were composed in 2009-10; the rest 
of the works in the series significantly alter, comment on, and re-fashion the source 
material. 

On the composition of Flutter echoes

It could be said that Flutter echoes was born without my  knowledge, at the Hochschule 
Luzern in Switzerland in 2008. There, the Swiss researchers Dr Olivier Senn, Lorenz 
Kilchenmann, and Dr Marc-Antoine Camp used their recently completed software 
project, the Lucerne Audio Recording Analyser [LARA], to prepare a complete micro-
temporal analysis of Argerich’s Deutsche Grammophon recording of Chopin’s Prelude 
in E minor, Op. 28, no. 4, recorded in Munich on 22-25 October 1975, and released on 
DG 415 836-2. Their analysis was very precise: both the onset time (i.e. the moment of 
attack) for each note or chord captured by the microphones and the IOI between all 
sounding onsets was charted at the level of the millisecond. Senn, Kilchenmann & 

8             CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3



Camp (2009) includes a summary of their methodology and a visual representation of 
the Chopin/Argerich data in so-called ‘nested-squares-diagrams’.  
 In February 2009, after meeting Senn at Harvard, I began pioneering a process 
whereby such millisecond-level microtimings could be translated back into standard 
notation. At first, this seemed to require elongation, to allow some equation between the 
enormous number of milliseconds in Argerich’s 1’51” recording and the number of 
useful subdivisions available in a given metre and tempo in standard notation. I have 
written my own accounts of this methodology (Beaudoin, 2009 and 2010; Beaudoin and 
Kania, 2012; Beaudoin and Trottier, 2012), and so will not recount it in full here. 
 As mentioned, Études d’un prélude I & II (that is, Chopin desséché and Flutter 
echoes) represent somewhat unmediated re-expressions of the Argerich performance. As 
such, they are not very interesting to me as original compositions, and I feel that Études 
d’un prélude III-XII, as well as more recent works - based on Pollini playing Webern, 
Cortot playing Debussy and Thelonious Monk improvising are much more mature and 
engaging in their uses of this material. However, the relative purity  of Flutter echoes 
makes it a useful introduction to the material, and an excellent vantage point from 
which to discuss the notions of time that I take up in all of these works.
 Flutter echoes is comprised essentially  of two materials, which are analogous to the 
two materials in Chopin’s prelude and, by  extension, in Argerich’s performance: a linear 
melody and chordal accompaniment. Whereas Chopin’s chords occur on every quaver 
in 21 out of the prelude’s 25 common-time bars, the accompaniment in the 222 
common-time bars of Flutter echoes varies for each bar; its placement occurs in strict 
adherence to the proportions of Argerich’s placement, in time, of Chopin’s left hand 
chords in her 1975 recording. However, in Flutter echoes each of Chopin’s chords is re-
expressed as a ‘flutter echo’ - here given as eight semi-quavers which decrescendo into 
niente. Therein lies the source of the title of the work: a ‘flutter echo’ is a name given to 
the acoustic phenomenon comprising a rapid series of echoes originating in reflection 
between two parallel surfaces.
 Appendix A reproduces the first three pages of the score and reveals the flutter echo 
material in the first violin and viola; this excerpt corresponds to the anacrusis and first 
five bars of Chopin’s E minor prelude, here transposed into A minor. The higher 
transposition was a practical decision, owing to the fact that  the original key sits too low 
for the quartet. In addition to being playable, the move up to A minor was low enough to 
preserve the melancholy atmosphere and neutral enough (tonally) to rhyme with the 
original key.
 The exquisite singing melody of the Chopin/Argerich original has long elements 
(including numerous dotted minims) that become rather desolate in extreme elongation. 
In Flutter echoes, each melodic note is ‘activated’ using a combination of timbral and 
rhythmic techniques, employed in combination, and with some freedom. Appendix A 
illustrates one such treatment, occurring between the second violin and violoncello. The 
downbeat of bar 4 in Flutter echoes corresponds to the downbeat of bar 1 in the Chopin 
prelude. The downbeat note, originally struck once by  Argerich, is expanded in Flutter 
echoes into a gesture that  begins with the violoncello attacking the pitch and dying 
away across three and a half bars; during the decay, the second violin arrives 
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imperceptibly  on the same pitch and, with a crescendo, activates this pitch using an 
accelerating rhythmic pattern that extends to the downbeat of bar 9, where it falls into 
semi-quaver lockstep with the flutter echo pulsation of the accompaniment. Such 
merging and emerging between the two instrumental pairs, as well as between the 
melody and accompaniment strata, is a prominent feature of the work. Of course, not 
every  note of the Chopin/Argerich material is treated in the same fashion as this 
opening gesture. There are moments, such as the prelude’s stretto or the closing 
cadence, which prompted alternative musical responses within Flutter echoes.
 The dynamic content of Flutter echoes is also derived strictly from Argerich’s 1975 
recording. Senn used LARA to aid him in measuring the sound-energy (or volume, in 
decibels) at the moment of onset for every note in the performance. I then translated this 
information into a scale of dynamics from ppp to fff. Therefore, each flutter echo (and 
indeed, each initial melodic attack) is given with its dynamic proportional to Argerich’s 
recording. Since Flutter echoes is, relatively speaking, faithful to Chopin’s harmonic 
and pitch material, and to a proportional representation of Argerich’s rhythmic and 
dynamic interpretation of that material, one can understand why it  barely feels like a 
work of mine. I have discussed such complexities of authorship in a 2011 article in the 
Journal of Music Theory entitled “You’re there and you’re not there: Musical 
Borrowing and Cavell’s ‘Way’”.  
 However, Flutter echoes is a different work from Chopin’s prelude, which is borne 
out by comparing the two scores and also by comparing the Argerich recording of the 
Chopin with the Kreutzer’s recording of Flutter echoes. In particular, the interpreter’s 
relationship  to time is very  different in each case. In spite of the fact that I do not ask 
the players to use a click track in this particular work, a steady  tempo is desired (again 
unlike the rest of the Études d’un prélude, save for Chopin desséché). But this steady 
tempo is not so easily achieved. This is because the events as they occur in my notation 
sound differently from their placement on the page, or in the metre; this is the case with 
a great deal of music, both classical and contemporary, but in this case the effect is 
heightened. 
 In Flutter echoes, the time that  one hears (or performs) and the time that one sees 
(or counts) are different. And it is here that Faulkner’s passage takes on its usefulness. 
The narrator, Quentin, has ripped the hands off of his watch, which he has in his pocket. 
Upon seeing a store-front full of other watches, each set to different hours, he thinks: “I 
could hear mine, ticking away inside my pocket, even though nobody could see it, even 
though it could tell nothing if anyone could.” This is something like what the performers 
of these early Études d’un prélude are confronting. They are counting in the world of 
the notated metre, but this is a world we simply don’t hear from outside. And even if we 
could see the notated metre (Quentin’s handless watch), it does not tell us anything. 
Faulkner takes this a step further, as Quentin continues: 

 “…Father said clocks slay time. He said time is dead as long as it  is being 
clicked off by little wheels; only when the clock stops does time come to life.” 

I composed Flutter echoes as an early attempt to cope with using micro-measurements 
as a compositional material. When I completed the piece, I was somewhat aware of the 
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two times it included (notated vs. heard), as well as the multiple eras it  referenced 
(Chopin’s 1839, Argerich’s 1975, my own 2009). It  was only when I heard the piece 
performed, at its première by the Kreutzer Quartet at Wiltons Hall, that I realised how 
much the Chopin/Argerich time ‘comes to life’. What looks on the page like grid-based, 
even minimalist music, sounds in time like a supple, breathing body. This is achieved 
because the grid-based materials (the flutter echoes, the rhythmically-activated melodic 
lines) are all triggered according to the micro-temporal measurements of a ‘natural 
event’: Argerich’s expressive and volatile interpretation. 

Performer’s commentary

Although the composer notes above that Flutter Echoes feels ‘hardly  like my work at 
all’, for the quartet it  was Beaudoin’s compositional presence we encountered most 
immediately on our first play-through - a presence that was paradoxically  intensified 
because the source materials were already  known. When Beaudoin first contacted me 
about the pieces my immediate concern was whether it would permit ‘interpretation’ at 
all. What role could there be for the performers in this unique context other than to 
translate the score into sound? Nevertheless, the quartet’s curiosity had been piqued and 
there was only one way to find out. 
 When we began to rehearse, the most immediately pressing issue was not whether 
there would be a way of sustaining the architecture over such an extended time scale 
(which of course was and remains a challenge), but whether the necessary ‘grid’ of bar 
lines that permits us access to the hyper-detailed transcription of Argerich’s recording 
would prove an insurmountable obstacle. Whereas Chopin desséché is performed by 
one person, for whom the ‘inaudible ticking’ of the metre has no physical presence, a 
quartet has to communicate something to one another in order to stay together. There is 
thus a palpable tension for the performers in the relationship between the internally 
communicated (and externally  visible) metre, and the directly  audible, agogically-
shaped structural rubato of the sound itself. One could go as far as to say that, for the 
performer, Beaudoin’s piece (as distinct from Chopin’s - or Argerich’s) exists 
principally in this tension.
 The notation, as the source of this tension, functions dialectically, despite its 
outwardly  traditional appearance. Because the sources are known, the notation of each 
event conveys both a structural function and a psychological ‘displacement’. The score 
is thus extremely challenging to realise and we are torn between the competing demands 
of total synchronisation of the flutter echoes and accurate placement of the initial ictus. 
A conductor might make this easy, but conducting the ‘hidden pulse’ would also remove 
the very thing that  gives the piece its life. Dynamics prove equally challenging, not  least 
because we feel the very long phrases and each tiny variable thus has consequences for 
the next note (as, for example, at the end of Chopin’s long first phrase, where we fall 
significantly below the notated dynamic level). In his notes to the players in the score, 
Beaudoin observes that ‘the bar lines and metre act only  as guidelines; they do not 
indicate any metric structure’. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the placement of events in 
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relation to the bar lines is far from haphazard and in the context of Beaudoin’s necessary 
devotion to the minute detail of Argerich’s structure it is clear that there has been a 
complex compositional negotiation between global- and micro-management of the 
placing of events. At the opening, for example (see Appendix A, bars 1-5), we see that 
the material has been organised so that the upbeat feeling of the first two melodic notes 
is maintained and the melodic downbeat of Chopin’s bar 1 has been prioritised over the 
placement of the accompanying triad - in contradiction to much of the early theory 
concerning rubato, of which more later. It is easy to imagine a much more provocative 
and ‘less musical’ relationship between Beaudoin’s metre and the musical events, and in 
fact the whole piece calls into question his injunction that  the bar lines do not indicate 
any metric structure – or at least draws to attention that the ‘guidelines’ are significant. 
 A similar scenario can be found in Ligeti’s String Quartet No. 2 (1968). In the third 
movement (Come un meccanismo di precisione) Ligeti appends the instruction “very 
even, without accentuating the bar subdivisions; nowhere should the impression of a 
barring be created”. Before even the first note has been played the players are keenly 
aware that this does not mean the barring is not important as Ligeti notates the extended 
initial silence as two empty bars (with a metronome indication, and in contradistinction 
to the ‘ca. 8-10”’ of unmeasured silence at the beginning of the first movement) and the 
ensemble begins in unison on the second quaver of bar 3. The Kreutzer Quartet’s 
realisation of this can be seen on the DVD Quartet Choreography (2012).
 In our first  extended conversation Beaudoin was at pains to point out that he did 
not want merely  an ‘accurate realisation’ of his score, but a ‘real performance’ in which 
it would be accepted that the contingencies of realising the structure would have an 
impact on the structure itself. We returned to this time and again during preparation for 
the premiere and in the recording session. As a consequence of the challenges presented 
by Flutter echoes it would be natural to expect that it would be heavily edited for 
release (in fact there are six edit points in the finished recording). However, it became 
clear very early on that  recording this music required extreme solutions: either myopic 
focus on each detail (placing total trust in the inherent continuity  of the sources and in 
Beaudoin’s careful activation of each element), or an attempt to grasp  the totality of a 
structure in which each moment subtly shapes the next. As an ensemble we are not 
naturally  interested in music making of the first sort, which is, of course, not the same 
as not being concerned with micro-detail. I hope there will be other performances that 
attempt it. In our live performances and the recording of Flutter echoes there are 
frequent small - and sometimes not-so-small - imperfections, which because of the 
unique context of the piece, will actually  be perceived as such. The decision to leave 
these in is thus ethical as much as practical.
 There are several threads in our collective and individual work that  are picked up 
by Flutter echoes (and of course the rest of the Étude d’un prélude series) so it seemed 
an obvious challenge for us to take up. Without asking Beaudoin or the three Swiss 
researchers “Why Martha Argerich’s 28/4?” it is clear that her recording somehow 
conveys an almost  incredible illusion of continuity despite an extreme structural rubato 
(especially the pacing of the stretto climax) as well as an enormous variety  of local 
expressive deformations. By expanding the time scale, Beaudoin opens up a world in 
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which the sheer variety of Argerich’s placement is activated as a ‘living’ experience. We 
experience each event both predictively and in the moment of arrival, and the resultant 
suspended quality may account for Beaudoin finding resonance in Faulkner’s line: 
“only when the clock stops does time come to life.”
 It has long been known that the performer’s experience of time has a life that is 
different to the actual chronological time of the musical events themselves. At my  own 
institution, the Royal Academy of Music, a long-running debate between the influential 
piano pedagogue Tobias Matthay and the composer and Principal of the Academy, John 
McEwen, found an outcome in McEwen’s monograph Tempo Rubato or Time Variation 
in Musical Performance (1928). To set the main body of his work in context McEwen 
lays out a brief history of rubato and summarises the position as he saw it in the 1920s  -
drawing directly on Matthay (1918) – thus:

In the old rubato as imaged by the classical writers, there was always present  an 
audible background in regular and steady tempo. The modern theory, however, 
seems to mean that  this background of regular and steady tempo remains; but  it 
is now inaudible, pursuing its course only in the mind of the performer. In this 
way, although he may digress and divagate to any extent during the rubato, he 
must so contrive that he arrives at  a precise particular spot in the phrase in exact 
synchronisation with this inaudible steady tempo. (McEwen, 1928, p.13)

McEwen’s unique vantage point at the time was that he drew on detailed personal 
analysis of many piano rolls to problematise this position - measured in very precise 
detail, though of course not to anything like the precision of the Swiss team. Following 
the presentation of a series of extraordinarily prescient experiments McEwen posits a 
quite different definition of rubato:

The guiding principle seems to be that alteration of note value from the strict 
time of the notation should not be obtained by adding or subtracting to any 
single constituent  of the expression anything which can be accurately indicated 
in terms of our notation. The written value and the performed value must be 
incommensurable, because if not, the composer would have written this 
performed version. That is, the prolongation or shortening of any sound must  be 
within such limits as enable the mind to realise that the performance presents 
the written value inflected in the presentation, not an entirely new value 
commensurable with the original.…The mind will accept sounds which differ 
in time-value as equivalent, provided the differences do not exceed a certain 
limit. When melody, harmony, and pattern are present the possibilities in this 
direction are very largely increased. But here the further limiting condition 
remains; if the notational value and the performing value are commensurable, 
the time variation can be definitely expressed in notation, and then it is not an 
example of legitimate rubato, but of the substitution of an entirely new outline 
by the performer’s caprice for that originally conceived and intended by the 
composer. (McEwen, 1928, pp.31-32)

Some of the key  tenets here are of course open to question, but it is interesting to see 
how long these issues have been a subject of serious debate (the Matthay model of 
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rubato is still taught frequently  today, as a useful way of avoiding excess - a necessary 
fiction). We may want to hold open a much more nuanced view of the specificity of 
notation, but McEwen’s key point seems to have been central to the way  in which 
Beaudoin has chosen to notate his piece. Perhaps we might suggest that what is most 
exciting about Argerich is how far she is capable of pushing things without the ‘frame’ 
disintegrating around her, and how widely varied are her expressive deformations of all 
of the dimensions in the music. 
 Because the sources are already known as one enters Flutter echoes, the musical 
experience is close to a journey through a ‘mapped’ landscape: we know the end point 
even as we begin because we know it from somewhere else, and we know all of the 
points in between (at least in outline), but we cannot know the experience of passing 
through this world from the map. Argerich’s compression and driving of the climax in 
her 1975 recording sounds like it might  belong to an altogether more extended structure 
- a symphonic movement rather than a prelude. Such a view might point towards the 
striking claims made by  Schoenberg in his preface to Webern’s Sechs Bagatellen Op.9 
(1924):

Consider what moderation is required to express oneself so briefly. Each glance 
can be extended into a poem, each sigh into a novel. But  to express a novel in a 
single gesture, a joy in a single indrawn breath, such concentration is only 
found where self-pity is absent. (Webern, 1924, p.1)

But I feel an even more potent resonance with Schenker’s almost contemporary 
introduction to his reading of a Bach sarabande for solo cello from his second volume of 
Das Meisterwerk in der Musik (1926):

The eye can follow and encompass the lines of a painting or architectural 
structure in all their directions, breadth and relationships; if only the ear could 
hear the background…and the continuous musical motion of the foreground as 
profoundly and as extensively! Then the twenty-four bars of this sarabande 
would be perceived as a gigantic structure, whose many broad and striking 
events, while seeming to have a private, autonomous existence, all bear a 
profound and exacting relationship to the whole. (Schenker, 1996, p.55)

Performer’s conclusion

If you speed up the Kreutzer Quartet’s recording of Flutter echoes it is clear that it is a 
direct analog for Argerich’s - albeit with a starkly different timbre - but  it should also be 
obvious that the generative force is very different. Throughout our performances we are 
obliged to provide some corporate time feel (communicated almost  always by the 
instruments carrying the flutter echo, in keeping with the ‘old’ notion of rubato 
described above by McEwen). It is mentally demanding to perform, not only  because 
the placement of events is complex, but also because there is an enormous strain to 
carry  the melodic and harmonic lines over large spans of time, and because almost 
every  sound decays (a mirror for the decay of piano notes in Argerich’s recording). As 
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string players we are thus forced to rely  on unusual means of carrying continuity. 
Beaudoin’s indication of the first part of the piece con sordino with the melody almost 
exclusively  in the cello, and the later sections senza sordino and with the melody 
predominantly in the first violin provided a broad colour template onto which I think we 
added everything we could to shape the lines and to provide expressive tension between 
the melody and flutter echoes.
 It is not for any of us involved to judge the success - or otherwise - of the 
enterprise. For me, what remains is a powerfully  physical sensation of having been 
‘inside’ a series of questions that musicians have been asking for a very  long time, but 
in ways that feel peculiarly to belong to the present. Beaudoin has developed his 
techniques for using source materials in a wide variety of different ways since writing 
Flutter echoes, but  there are very  special challenges and rewards that are only 
accessible through a piece such as this that holds so closely to its sources. 

CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3            15



APPENDIX A

16             CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3



Score excerpts from Étude d’un prélude II - Flutter echoes © 2009 by Richard 
Beaudoin. 
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APPENDIX B

The Étude d’un prélude Series

The twelve works in the Étude d’un prélude series, with the date, performer and venue 
of the premiere, as well as the date, artist and label of the first recording: 

Étude d’un prélude I - Chopin desséché, for solo piano (premièred on 8 November 
2009, by Marilyn Nonken at  CNMAT, University of California, Berkeley, USA; 
recorded by Mark Knoop and released on the CD: Microtimings, New Focus 
Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude II - Flutter echoes, for string quartet  (premièred on 15 March 2010 
by the Kreutzer Quartet  at Wiltons Music Hall, London, UK; recorded by the Kreutzer 
Quartet and released on the CD: Microtimings, New Focus Recordings, New York, 
2012).

Étude d’un prélude III - Wehmut, text by Heine, for voice and piano (unperformed).

Étude d’un prélude IV - Black Wires, for solo piano (premièred on 17 May 2010 by 
Mark Knoop at Kings Place, London, UK; recorded by  Mark Knoop and released on the 
CD: Microtimings, New Focus Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude V - Photorealism, for orchestra (unperformed).

Étude d’un prélude VI - The Real Thing, after Glenn Brown, for string quartet 
(premièred on 15 March 2010 by  the Kreutzer Quartet at Wiltons Music Hall, London, 
UK; recorded by the Kreutzer Quartet and released on the CD: Microtimings, New 
Focus Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude VII - Latticed Window, after William Henry Fox Talbot, for solo 
piano (premièred on 17 May 2010 by Mark Knoop at Kings Place, London, UK; 
recorded by Mark Knoop and released on the CD: Microtimings, New Focus 
Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude VIII - Kertész Distortion, after André Kertész, for string quartet 
(premièred on 15 March 2010 by  the Kreutzer Quartet at Wiltons Music Hall, London, 
UK; recorded by the Kreutzer Quartet and released on the CD: Microtimings, New 
Focus Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude IX - And they talked about Chopin again, for narrator and piano 
(premièred on 24 October 2010 by  the composer and Constantine Finehouse at Amherst 
College, USA).
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Étude d’un prélude X - Second String Quartet, for string quartet (premièred on 30 
September 2011 by The Chiara String Quartet, Sanders Theater, Harvard University, 
USA; recorded by the Kreutzer Quartet and released on the CD: Microtimings, New 
Focus Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude XI - four28, for solo piano (unperformed; recorded by  Mark Knoop 
and released on the CD: Microtimings, New Focus Recordings, New York, 2012).

Étude d’un prélude XII - The After-Image, tableau for two voices and ensemble 
(commissioned and produced by Boston Lyric Opera, premièred on 1 February  2011 by 
the Boston Lyric Opera, Boston, USA).
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LOOKING INWARD: 
LA MONTE YOUNG, ARVO PÄRT, AND THE SPATIOTEMPORAL 

DWELLING ENVIRONMENT OF MINIMALIST MUSIC

SARAH C. DAVACHI

Mid-century phenomenology suggested that works of art disclose a sort of ‘world’, 
which can be understood as a phenomenal ‘space’, or the total lived experience.  
Indeed, this is found to be a common theme throughout the writings of philosophers 
such as Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. As both contend, although the 
phenomenal realm encompasses sensory stimuli, it is concerned with essences and will, 
at some point, transcend the merely perceptual. In minimalist music, the essential 
typically points inward, toward dwelling inside a sound, process, or texture. The aim of 
this paper is to posit the effect of certain minimalist devices - namely reduction, stasis, 
and automatism - in constructing a particularly innate spatiotemporal environment, and 
to distinguish between the perceptual and phenomenal experiences associated with the 
music of La Monte Young and Arvo Pärt.
 Young has expressed notions of entering inside the ‘world’ of sound, and, although 
less explicit, several of the works Pärt composed during his tintinnabuli period can be 
considered an extension of reaching into the sensorial experience. However, whereas 
Young’s landscapes evoke the suspended moment, the circularity of Pärt’s work 
impresses a sort of mythic or immersed time and space. Thus, although the 
psychosomatic particularities diverge in certain ways with each composer, the common 
appearance of outer stasis nevertheless exposes the more meaningful movements that 
occur within.

Keywords: phenomenology, perception, stasis, experimentalism, automatism, aesthetics

There is a thread of epistemic theory  connecting the discourse of twentieth-century 
aesthetics and phenomenology, which asserts that works of art open up  or disclose a sort 
of ‘world’, so to speak, as well as an associated view of reality that accords with the 
subject’s primordial and embodied sense of being.  This idea was asserted most notably 
by Martin Heidegger in his essay “The Origin of the Work of Art” (1935-57), and by 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty  in his essays “Cézanne’s Doubt” (1945) and “Indirect 
Language and the Voices of Silence” (1952).  This ‘world’, which essentially accounts 
for the essence of aesthetic experience, is neither completely subjective nor objective; 
inasmuch as it  exists solely for, and can be accessed only  by the subject, it is necessarily 
always related to an experience of something in the empirical world. In this way, it is 
comprised of both ‘real’ and ‘unreal’ types of experiential data; the former correspond 
to empirical information, as obtained through sensory perception, while the latter 
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characterises the quality  of the lived experience, and generally  refers to psychic and 
somatic projections of spatial, temporal, emotive, and conceptual knowledge. The 
‘unreal’ categorisation of ‘world’ is not to suggest  that the experience is fictional in any 
sense; on the contrary, it is indeed a real experience that is categorised as surreal, or 
‘unreal’, only in relation to experiences of objective or absolute time and space.
 For the purposes of this discussion, the concept of ‘world’ can be taken in the 
somewhat more abstracted sense of phenomenal ‘space’; that  is, an environment that is 
felt  and experienced as the lived or present consciousness. The concept of phenomenal 
‘space’ will be given thorough consideration in subsequent discussion; however, for the 
time being, it suffices to suggest that phenomenal ‘space’ is characterised as being 
multi-dimensional or total - that is, integrating multiple dimensions of experience into 
one singular episode, so to speak. Moreover, although the phenomenal realm is 
dependent upon the cognition or acquisition of particular sensory  stimuli, it is 
categorically concerned with essences and will, at some point, simultaneously  transcend 
the merely perceptual.
 In fact, the emergence of phenomenal ‘space’ in the capacity  of aesthetic 
experience can even be traced back beyond the level of immediate perceptual 
information, which itself arises from the given or quantifiable elements of the art work. 
Musicologist Jean-Jacques Nattiez addressed this issue by  devising a semiological 
tripartite of musical experience, consisting of three symbolic dimensions: the poietic, 
the esthesic, and the neutral. The poietic refers to certain phenomenal experiences 
associated with the initial influence or event that inspires the creation of an artwork, and 
the resultant aesthetic or intellectual experience belonging to the beholder of the 
artwork is the esthesic. The neutral, however, is understood to be the physical trace, as 
Nattiez (1990, pp.10-16) suggests, which contains all the tangible or analysable 
elements held within the musical or artistic work itself. Clearly, then, the neutral 
conforms to the domain of immediate, sensational content, and not wholly  to the 
phenomenal experience. Thus, these neutral elements - that is, that which can be 
analysed in music, most likely from a score - should be distinguished from what the 
listener can, or tends to, perceive in music and, even further, from what the listener may 
claim to feel or experience from the music. Such a distinction lends support to the 
contention that there are things that can be analysed but that one would not claim to 
perceive (or, much less, experience) as such, even if such things happen to determine 
the presence of the things perceived. Yet, as Nattiez reminds us: 

…human beings are symbolic animals; confronted with a trace they will seek to 
interpret it, to give it  meaning. We ascribe meaning by grasping the traces we 
find. (1990, p.128)

 
The trace, it seems, is our only  palpable contact with the aesthetic experience and, 
surely, the aesthetic experience arises from the work of art, and not independently of it, 
no matter how distant the connection or how inadvertent the trigger may be (Nattiez, 
1990, p.166).
 In music, these given elements, which can also be understood as the collective or 
public symbols of the art object, can be identified as pitch and frequency, register, 
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timbre, duration, amplitude, dynamic change, motive and phrase, texture or density  of 
sound, and harmonicity or inharmonicity.1 Insofar as these phenomenal ‘spaces’ also 
arise from the given elements of the work, a qualitative description of phenomenal 
space first requires a description of the work itself and the compositional elements that 
play  a part in the construction of a perceptual ‘world’. Various compositional choices 
will affect a listener in particular ways and although it is clear that each listener will 
experience a completely subjective and unique ‘world’, it would still seem feasible to 
suggest that there will be more generalised features common to each subject’s 
experience. Surely, different compositional styles are united, in part, because they share 
certain aesthetic assumptions. It  is, then, also acceptable to suggest  that there will be 
particular traits shared among different ‘worlds’ that  have been created according to a 
similar aesthetic methodology. To explore this notion within the minimalist 
compositional approach, it would be worthwhile to first consider some of the general 
aesthetic assumptions which underlie minimalism, before turning to specific musical 
examples to illustrate this point. 
 Perhaps the most vital facet of the minimalist aesthetic - which is, by and large, 
shared among visual art, film, architecture, and music - is advocacy of a reductionist 
attitude. That  is, the utilitarian contention that “less is more,”2 or that, in other words, 
only the necessary materials, processes, and forms need be used in order to foster the 
revelation of an aesthetic or functional ‘essence’ or ‘meaning’. The purpose of the 
reductionist attitude, then, is in service to an explicitly  self-referential end in which 
focus is directed toward the perception of the thing in itself (Mertens, 1983, p.88). 
However, in positing the nature of the thing’s essence, to which the aesthetic meaning 
refers, the different artistic media seem to diverge conceptually. In visual art and, for the 
most part, in film, the essential is recognised as the given object or activity, and not 
within or around it.  In painting and sculpture, for instance, simple geometric forms and 
shapes are often chosen as artistic material precisely because they  are familiar, or, in 
other words, because they  are not typically presented in isolation of some narrative. 
This is evident, for instance, in the works of American minimalist sculptors Donald 
Judd and Tony Smith, whose pieces deliberately  emphasise blunt forms, shapes, and 
colours, either through repetition or enlargement. Thus, by abstracting or de-
familiarising these basic shapes or movements from any sort of context, the viewer is 
forced to focus on the thing in itself and, by extension, its essential nature.
 In minimalist architecture, the essence of the thing-in-itself refers to a functional 
essence; that is, the essence of the space according to its intended purpose (Blaser, 
1972, p.50). In the case of a house or apartment complex, the architectural reductionist 
aesthetic - which was reflected most prominently in the projects of German architect 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe - dictates that the exterior and interior structures should 
serve to illuminate the concept of what it means to dwell, or that which is essential to 
the concept of dwelling. In earlier projects such as the Farnsworth House of 1951, Mies 
van der Rohe extended the exterior walls into the landscape and used glass to surround 
the interior space so as to engage the feeling of the living space extending into the 
natural landscape (Drexler, 1960, pp.15, 22). Moreover, the interior also maintained an 
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open concept in that room divisions were often created by way of vertical partitions 
instead of complete wall closures.
 In minimalist music, the idea of the essential typically points inward; that is, 
entering inside a sound, process, or surface texture itself, and away from conscious 
comprehension of outer macro-structures, especially  those representing the 
chronological perception of passing time (Bernard, 1993, p.19). This can be seen most 
notably in the works of American composers La Monte Young and Terry Riley, who are 
seen to have begun the tradition in the early 1960s, as well as Steve Reich and Philip 
Glass, who further transformed the fundamental structure to one emphasising process 
and repetition throughout the later 1960s and 1970s. Contemporaneous composers such 
as John Adams, Louis Andriessen, and Arvo Pärt are also often viewed as adhering to 
the minimalist aesthetic, given their tendencies toward reductionism. According to 
Young, the minimalist tendency in music is connected to the idea of “getting inside 
[sounds] to some extent so that we can experience another world” (Potter, 2002, p.46). 
Thus, while minimalist visual art tends to focus on the experience of the thing itself, 
minimalist music focuses on the quality of the somewhat surreal ‘world’ that is created 
within the thing itself. This implied sense of perceptual interiority does, in a sense, 
presuppose the presence of a so-called dwelling space and therefore, perhaps, asserts 
something fundamentally shared between music and architecture.3
 Music, being inherently time-based, is therefore also appropriately situated to 
transform the temporal aspects of phenomenal ‘space’ and experience. Minimalist 
music, given its general lack of directionality  or teleological design, tends to produce a 
sense of suspended or frozen time (Mertens, 1983, p.91). This essentially ‘unreal’, yet 
lived temporal experience is typically  created through the use of sustained or repeated 
sounds and patterns. These elements create a more multi-dimensional sense of 
phenomenal ‘space’ in music in that they extend the reduced sound or aural object over 
time. In so doing, the listener is, in a sense, positioned so as to approach the internal and 
oftentimes surreal ‘world’ of the sound. Accordingly, the view held throughout this 
discussion asserts that the combination of reduction and stasis give way to a particular 
type of spatiotemporal complex, or environment.
 Insofar as one aims to experience another world beyond the mere perceptual 
elements of the sound itself, it is also important to consider the notion of automatism 
and its role in contributing to the aesthetic experience. In general, automatism refers to 
something external - a feeling, an idea, a perception, etc. - that was not built  directly 
into the aesthetic object, yet emerges unconsciously when one is engaged with the 
explicit  elements of the work. The term ‘external’ should not be associated with any 
connotation relating to the strictly empirical, objective, or even representational world 
per se; in the context of automatism, ‘external’ simply accounts for the fact that the 
character of the ‘space’ or ‘world’ that arises is external to the aesthetic object itself, and 
that it is externalised in the psyche of the beholder.
 It is important to note that  in visual art, these so-called extra or meta illusions, 
which are external to the immediate art object, do not play a part in expressing the 
meaning of the artwork. Artists Robert Morris, Sol Le Witt - and, to an extent, also 
Steve Reich - share a particular opinion regarding intended and unintended meaning. 

24             CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3



Morris iterates the view by suggesting that we receive the gestalt of the work of art 
immediately, as an impression, but that there will always be a period (that occurs over 
time) of divergence into different levels of perception. Thus, he claims that immediate 
impressions do not always account for complete experience (Bernard, 1993, pp.19-20). 
Reich expresses a similar notion of temporal divergence in relation to the 
psychoacoustic effects that emerge in generative and process-based music, which one 
could also exchange for the visual ‘side-effects’ that arise in Le Witt’s terminology. That 
said, although these artists do not deny the phenomenon of external evocation in art, 
they  do, however, render it insignificant, or secondary to the meaning of their work 
(Bernard, 1993, p.11).
 With the above noted exception in Reich’s aesthetic, this view regarding extra or 
‘automatic’ phenomena is not necessarily held as stringently in minimalist music. As 
initially suggested by Young, the endeavor undertaken in minimalist music is to employ 
reduction and sustaining material so as to get into the ‘world’ of the sound; indeed, to 
enter inside the sound, or become close to it in some phenomenal way. It would seem, 
then, that the notion of some type of ‘space’ being revealed or opened up to the beholder 
of a work of art implies the notion of automatism. This phenomenal exteriority  does not, 
however, contradict the interiority or sense of looking inward expressed above; the 
latter describes the localisation of essence in the sound, while the former describes the 
localisation of ‘world’ in the listener. In contrast, then, to the views espoused by  the 
minimalist visual artists, it is contended here that so-called ‘automatic’ extra-musical 
phenomena - that is, conceptual elements beyond the theoretical or acoustical content of 
the musical form or material - in fact hold an important position in the development of 
the phenomenal ‘spaces’ that are founded in aural sensation.
 Finally, it is also important to distinguish between two types of automatism: 
namely, ‘perceptual’ and ‘phenomenal’. The former refers to that which is perceived, 
and is typically founded in sensory data, while the latter refers to that which is 
experienced or felt, and is normally constitutive of the subjective, or lived 
psychosomatic experience.4 Moreover, each form of automatism associates with a 
particular type of ‘world’ or ‘space’; that is, either a perceptual ‘world’, or a sort of 
phenomenal ‘space’, as was illuminated in the foregoing. The two categories of 
automatism are related insofar as the phenomenal emerges from the perceptual, 
however they  are distinguished in that  the phenomenal experience is characterised as 
having a total, or complex, and ‘unreal’ quality that transcends the sensory.
 In several compositions by minimalist composers La Monte Young and Arvo Pärt, 
both perceptual and phenomenal ‘worlds’ arise as a result of a shared attitude regarding 
reduction, stasis, and the evocative possibilities of automatic phenomena. Although less 
explicit  than Young’s notion of experiencing another ‘world’, Pärt’s approach to the 
technique of tintinnabulation (that is, emulation of the sound of bells) can be considered 
an extension of entering inside a particular sound itself; musicologist  Paul Hillier (1997, 
p.20) argues that although bells are generally understood to ring out, they can also serve 
to pull the listener inward so as to create the sensation that ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ are one 
and the same. Although the compositional techniques employed by Young and Pärt 
diverge in many ways, both share an acute apprehension toward the combination of 
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reduction, stasis, and automatism; indeed, these similarities are reflected in the nature of 
the phenomenal ‘spaces’ that arise.
 In the majority of the music La Monte Young has composed since the late 1950s, 
notions of reduction and sustained material manifest predominantly in the use of a few 
select harmonically-related tones or intervals, which are typically determined by the 
strictures of just intonation and are given considerably  long durations. Two 
compositions are particularly reflective of this approach: namely, The Second Dream of 
the High-Tension Line Stepdown Transformer from The Four Dreams of China (1962) 
and The Well-Tuned Piano (1964). These pieces employ a sense of sustained harmony 
through the use of drones, as in The Second Dream, and the quick repetition of several 
neighbouring tones, as in The Well-Tuned Piano.  
 Although Arvo Pärt’s overall compositional aesthetic does encompass a 
predominantly minimalist attitude, several of the works he composed during his 
tintinnabuli period of 1976 to 1979, including Für Alina (1976), Cantus (1976), Fratres 
(1977), Tabula Rasa (1977), and Spiegel im Spiegel (1978), are especially  representative 
of a similar reductionist stance. In these works, the musical material is, for the most 
part, restricted to a single triadic entity and its diatonic counterparts. Although the two 
composers differ somewhat in relation to the use of overtly melodic gestures, one 
fundamental characteristic shared between the two is an attraction to the prolongation of 
simple harmonic structures. Quite unlike the progressive harmonies that have 
characterised a good deal of Western music since the Baroque era, both Young and Pärt 
employ a non-functional or ‘static’ harmony. In other words, although harmonic 
relationships are established within a given piece, these relationships remain largely 
unchanged throughout the duration of the piece.5 Moreover, one notes the use of a drone 
or pedal point, as it were - that  is, a particular timbre, pitch, interval, or triad that carries 
throughout the entire piece - in order to effect the presence of a singular sound guiding 
the entire structure.
 In music, the concept of perceptual automatism can refer, amongst other things, to 
the psychoacoustic or spectral effects (such as overtones, sum and difference tones, and 
beating patterns) that emerge from the overlapping frequencies and intervallic 
relationships as given in the musical material. In other words, it describes those aural 
phenomena that connect with, yet cannot be pointed to, the quantifiable elements of the 
work, and which arise somewhat automatically  (or without conscious deliberation) in 
the act  of engaged listening. For instance, when two tones of frequencies 150 Hz and 
100 Hz sound together, the difference tone of 50 Hz and the combination tone of 250 Hz 
will also be detectable even though they  are not explicitly given to the listener. Tones 
that are tuned according to the harmonic series, such as those set by systems of just 
intonation tend to produce other harmonically-related frequencies called partials, which 
are specific sets of resonant overtones linked to the harmonic series (Gann, 1997).
 Emergent psychoacoustic effects arise as one of the timbral focuses of The Second 
Dream and The Well-Tuned Piano. Young’s affection for the acoustic and 
psychoacoustic behaviour of held frequencies can, in part, be attributed to certain 
childhood experiences. Young was born in Idaho in 1935, but his family  relocated to 
California in 1940 where La Monte spent the better part of his youth and early 
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adulthood. During his brief time spent in Idaho, Young states that he became interested 
in the static sounds of electric power transformers, and the wide, open spaces of the 
Western landscape (Potter, 2002, p.23). Despite his time spent studying serialist 
technique - first in Los Angeles and later as a graduate student at Berkeley - Young 
became increasingly more experimental throughout the latter half of the 1950s in his 
work with long tones. At the same time, Young became interested in Indian classical 
music, both aesthetically and ideologically, and began to intuit theories about just 
intonation6 as well as the practice of holding a single tone so as to expose the notes that 
‘live’, so to speak, within it, as would have been done in the development of the raga 
(Holmes, 2002, p.249). These ideas did not, however, crystallise in Young’s 
compositions until after his relocation to New York in 1960, where he has since 
remained. Throughout the 1960s, Young continued to develop his personal 
compositional approach - though many projects, such as the Dream House, were 
typically done with the visual aid of his partner Marian Zazeela - in addition to his more 
improvisatory work with The Theatre of Eternal Music (1960 - 1963).
 The Four Dreams of China is a set of four pieces composed in December, 1962.  
Each piece is restricted to a collection of four tones, which Young refers to as the Dream 
Chord; The Second Dream focuses on the tetrachord of F, B-flat, B-natural, and C.7  
Young dictates that the texture of the piece should exemplify long sustained tones and 
silences, and that only certain intervals or combinations of pitches may sound together 
simultaneously. He advocates such restrictions in order to emphasise a specific group of 
overtones that emerge from intervallic relationships such as the unison, fourth, and fifth.
8  Harmonically, then, it could be conceived that the perceptual ‘world’ of the sound is a 
very spacious one, revealing myriad other possible sounds as one is permitted to ‘live’ 
there for some time. As such, these perceptual phenomena tend to imply a sort of 
spacious quality inherent in the sounds; in other words, there is the sense of a single 
fundamental sound, which is also complex insofar as other tones are emerging from 
within it. Effectively, then, psychoacoustic phenomena are set up  or prepared through 
the use of particular harmonic relationships. However, the actual coming-to-be of a 
perceptual ‘world’ is achieved only through stasis, or sustenance of sound, which 
essentially  gives the sound the ‘space’ it requires to envelope the listener. Indeed, the 
appearance of outer stasis serves to effect the impression of internal change, as if one is 
almost physically (or, perhaps, somatically) inside the sound.
 The Well-Tuned Piano was initially begun in 1964, however Young continued to 
work on the piece throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s. In contrast with the held 
tones and intervals of The Second Dream, The Well-Tuned Piano employs passages of 
rapidly repeating neighbouring tones in order to induce the perception of sustained 
sound. Psychoacoustic effects emerge in The Well-Tuned Piano by virtue of overlapping 
tones, which are generally  arranged as groups of just semitones (Potter, 2002, pp.
86-88).  As such, the exterior texture of The Well-Tuned Piano is decidedly  more varied 
than that of The Second Dream. In fact, The Well-Tuned Piano is mostly comprised of 
two different textures: one in which discrete tones are played in slow succession at a 
relatively subdued tempo, and another in which different  permutations of a few tones 
are constantly repeated with considerably greater force and in extremely fast succession. 
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The latter section also requires lifting the dampers of the piano, so as to let the tones and 
their spectral counterparts blend.
 As a result, a highly  complex, conglomerated cluster of sound or ‘cloud’, as Young 
describes the effect, emerges (Potter, 2002, p.83). Indeed, the overall resonant quality  is 
quite consistent. As such, the static, yet harmonically  rich cluster appears to sustain in 
much the same way as the held tones and overtones of The Second Dream. In this case, 
then, suspension of a unified, texturally spacious atmosphere is achieved through 
repetition in conjunction with pitch restriction. Interestingly, Young (1987, p.7-8) has 
also cited the way in which he would use the beatings produced by the overlapping 
frequencies of the ‘cloud’ sections as rhythmic pulsations to which he could match the 
pace of his playing. Naturally, then, the performer’s connection to the sound is also 
characterised by a certain sense of disclosure over time. In other words, it  could be 
argued that the performer is guided by the piece itself, as it unfolds over time, rather 
than by  an internal sense of timing. According to Young, The Well-Tuned Piano marks 
the first instance of this type of “real-time” engagement in a musical performance.
 Just as in The Second Dream, the combined effect  of repetition and reduction is a 
sort of ‘shimmering’ stasis, so to speak, in which the listener’s perceptions are 
continually, albeit minutely, transforming over time even though the overall or macro 
feeling of the sound remains largely unchanged. Thus, the psychoacoustic effects that 
emerge are taken as perceived elements, while the feeling of inner spaciousness 
essentially  outlines the spatial aspect of the phenomenal quality of the associated 
aesthetic experience. Of course, this phenomenal ‘space’, being multi-dimensional, is as 
much temporal as it is spatial. In a way, the extended drones that connect the entire 
piece serve to suspend one’s experience of duration into the extended presentation of a 
single moment, as in the immediate impression of a temporal whole. It would seem, 
then, that the quality  of spaciousness, which arises through sustenance of sound, is 
conjoined with consciousness of the moment, or feeling of the present-time in itself. 
Thus, the ‘unreal’ spatiotemporal environment here is spatial in its being expansive, and 
temporal in its sense of staying.
 Throughout 1971 and 1976, Pärt largely abstained from composing, and instead 
spent his time studying early music in order to overcome what he felt  to be a sort 
conceptual barrier, so to speak, in his process (Hillier, 1997, p.32). During this time, he 
also became curiously affected by the idea of tintinnabulation - that is, generally 
speaking, the sound of bells - and returned to composition in 1976 with a transformed 
approach (Hillier, 1997, p.86). Bells possess a particularly rich and complex texture, 
which is determined by their shape and material, and is a mixture of both inharmonic 
and harmonic frequency  spectra. They are also characterised as having a highly resonant 
quality in their overall sound, enabling the complexities within to extend perceptibly 
over time. Essentially, then, tintinnabulation can be described more broadly as the 
emulation of an unfolding sound that is at the same time changing in its complexity and 
nuance, yet static given its acoustical connection to the same object. As such, Pärt’s 
iteration of tintinnabulation is not necessarily in the sense of the timbre of bells per se, 
but rather in the experience of being immersed or focused within a single sound that is 
simultaneously still, yet continually moving over time.
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 As in the case of Young, a sense of extremity arises in relation to such notions of 
expanded duration and space. Indeed, the idea of experiencing something eternal or 
infinite certainly  evokes a sense of the ‘unreal’ in relation to the limits of empirical 
experience. One could argue that part of Pärt’s attraction to this notion of stillness and 
concentrated focus arose from his connection to the Hesychastic and monastic traditions 
of the Eastern Christian orthodox church; a practice into which he was born and 
maintained throughout his later life (Hillier, 1997, pp.7-9).9 Pärt  was born in Estonia in 
1935, where he lived until his emigration to Berlin in 1980. Although working 
concurrently  with Young, Pärt’s early experiences with music were notably different on 
account of the disparate social and cultural climates that separated the United States and 
Eastern Europe during the Cold War. Unlike Young, Pärt’s knowledge of early 
twentieth-century  avant-garde music was mostly self-taught. In fact, Pärt’s decision to 
emigrate to the West in 1980 came as a reaction to governmental restrictions that were 
placed on his ability to attend international performances of his music, and in view of 
the generally  disapproving attitude with which his seemingly radical music was 
received in the Soviet Union (Hillier, 1997, pp.27-33).
 Für Alina, composed in 1976 for solo piano, was Pärt’s first  attempt at 
manipulating the tintinnabuli aesthetic. Like the later tintinnabuli works, a single triadic 
harmony is sustained throughout the entire piece, accompanied by slow-moving 
melodies in the upper registers. These melodies are comprised of both consonant and 
dissonant pitches, reflecting the complex texture present in bells. Additionally, the 
damper pedal is held throughout most of the piece, allowing the consonances and 
dissonances to merge into one conglomerated sound circling the ever-present harmonic 
drone. Indeed, a similar sense of hovering or suspension was produced in the ‘cloud’ 
clusters of Young’s The Well-Tuned Piano.
 Pärt solidified this technique in works such as Fratres, composed in 1977 for an 
unspecified early music ensemble (later rescored for various other ensembles), and 
Spiegel im Spiegel, composed in 1978 for violin and piano. In Fratres, the dominant 
interval of A - E is maintained as the bass structure throughout the entire piece, with 
punctuating reinforcements placed at the end of each section. The melodic notes, which 
are heard in the upper voices of the piano as series of chords and intervals, and in the 
viola as singular lines of changing density, maintain a circular presence around the 
dominant pedal. Neighbouring dissonant tones are occasionally introduced in order to 
give the subtle sense of pulling or branching away from the drone of the pedal. 
However, the melody always returns to the dominant, creating an overall sense of 
settling or stillness. This sense of circular motion is apparent in the first  few lines of 
section 3 (figure 1), particularly  in the way in which the melodic motion of the piano 
extends above and below the sustained tones. One also notes a sense of dissonant 
texture given the presence of C and C# within the same line. A more macro sense of 
dissonance is also detected in relation to the dominant pedal; in this example, a 
neighbouring F is held directly against the E.
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Figure 1 Arvo Pärt, Fratres (1980), section 3
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Figure 2 Fratres, section 5
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In section 5 of the piece (figure 2), the dissonant  texture has now been moved to the B, 
which juxtaposes the A of the dominant pedal. Toward the end of the piece, however, 
the dominant triad is prolonged in isolation. Although not prescribed explicitly by Pärt, 
lifting the dampers throughout the entire piece (that is, with minimal or no changes), 
allows for a gradual (that  is, over time) and natural clearing of previously heard 
dissonant resonances. In the final section of the piece (figure 3), the dominant pitch is 
presented in solitude, creating a particularly  acute sense of stillness and purity of sound. 
Indeed, the sense of circular motion is similarly extended into the timing of the piece, as 
shown in the manner in which the time signatures cycle about 9/4 into 7/4 and 11/4.

Figure 3 Fratres, section 9
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Again, a similar approach can be traced in Spiegel im Spiegel. In this piece, the tonic 
octave is continued throughout, while the arpeggiated melodies above circle the notes of 
the tonic triad. As figure 4 demonstrates, there is a similar sense of circularity around 
the diatonic pitches; first in the movement from F to G in bar 49 - 50, followed by  the 
movement in bar 51 from C/E to D, and finally as a return to the stillness of the tonic 
centre in bar 53. 
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Figure 4 Arvo Pärt, Spiegel im Spiegel (1978), bars 49 - 53
49 

fl 

......--.: -e-' 

  
. 

I 

I 

I 

I 

#-

I 

 

I 

. 

, I 

.r> 

I ,t 

) 
, 

,I I #- #-

I II It I It. 

 
. .\ 

.soL. 

Indeed, it would seem that the subtle way  in which Pärt  extends the triad - such that 
every  note seems to emerge from within - tends to create the impression of movement 
within the sound structure. In this way, a dimensional space is created that could, 
perhaps, be likened to the experience of standing in the center of a bell itself. As such, 
the perceptual ‘space’ produced in Pärt’s tintinnabuli music refers to the sense of 
resonance, consonance, and dissonance that arises as a result of the sustaining of a 
unified texture. On this point, it is interesting to note that Pärt’s attraction to the notion 
of spatial circular experience could also have developed from the physical or somatic 
associations of sound being diffused throughout large orthodox churches and cathedrals. 
In these buildings, one becomes surrounded by a flow of sound - that is, a continuity  of 
sound, which is non-localised and tends to fill the reverberant space (Hillier, 1997, p.
179). Indeed, these aesthetic experiences are characterised by the way in which 
beginnings and endings appear to merge. Interestingly, a good deal of Pärt’s music also 
references the structures of early music. However, unlike the medievalism Pärt seems 
apt to revive, his music maintains allegiance to equal temperament. Nonetheless, the 
textural disposition illustrated in medieval polyphony and monody  seems to reflect the 
functional setting of tintinnabulation; that  is, the sense of one melodic line creating 
contour around a single pitch or collection of related pitches, such as a triad, so as to 
produce the sense of two voices merging into one.  
 Moreover, as with Young’s music, the phenomenal ‘space’ created in Pärt’s music 
is, then, comprised of both spatial and temporal senses of lived experience. However, 
whereas Young’s temporal landscape suggested the idea of suspended ‘moment’ time, 
the circularity of Pärt’s tintinnabuli works creates what Hillier (1997, p.2) describes as a 
sort of mythic time, in which experiences of past, present, and future amalgamate into 
one. This truncation of memorial time, current time, and anticipated time is not to be 
confused with Young’s truncated experience of duration and continuum; the latter is 
characterised as the experience of a single moment suspended over perceptible time, 
while the former is the experience of a truncation of many moments into a single unit.
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 Despite these differences in the quality of the phenomenal experience, there are 
several fundamental similarities that can be drawn between the approaches of Young 
and Pärt. These similarities stem from a common inclination toward the conceptual 
methodologies espoused in the minimalist aesthetic. As suggested in the foregoing, one 
of the most important  elements found in the music of both composers is the notion of 
stasis. In both cases, stasis served a three-fold purpose: first, in order to effect the 
impression of a singular unit of sound, and by extension an impression of unified 
experience; second, in order to turn the listening experience inward, away  from the 
superficial surface; and, third, in order to give some sense of temporal suspension, 
however that should manifest in terms of particulars. As such, one perceives a single 
sound, however the sound is active in terms of complexity at its micro level. In further 
relation to stasis, both composers also demonstrate a general lack of directionality, or 
teleological design in their compositional approach. Thus, despite the fact that the 
particular qualities of the phenomenal experience varied somewhat in each case, one 
notes a mutually  expressed sense of ‘looking inward’; in other words, the exterior 
remained static so as to expose the more meaningful movements that occur within.

NOTES

[1] In music, these are usually outlined in some form of a score. Of course, music that is not based 
 on a score, including a good deal of improvisatory and electronic music, requires a broader 
 categorisation of the given, even though the quantifiable aspects - pitch,  dynamics, duration, 
 timbre, etc. - are  still intact. Within the realm of electronic music, for instance, recordings 
  often serve as the physical ‘object’ itself. In these cases, then, the given ought to refer more 
 generally to the aural object with which the listener engages directly. One might also wish to 
 exchange ‘harmonicity’ and ‘inharmonicity’ for ‘consonance’ and ‘dissonance’, however these 
 terms also have considerable import within the phenomenal experience and therefore do not, 
 strictly speaking, belong solely to the perceptual or empirical realm.
[2] Architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886 - 1969) famously espoused this view.
[3] The positing of multi-dimensional spatiotemporal environments in describing the 
 phenomenal quality of the aesthetic experience inevitably suggests a sense of appropriation 
 (albeit unintentional) of certain architectural metaphors. In general, the minimalist aesthetic in 
 music seems to align with minimalist architectural practice in several ways: primarily, however, 
 in order to expose the essence of the function of spaces, and to emphasise the impression of 
 an immersed ‘whole’. In minimalist music, there is a sense of temporal connection, which 
 is established in the truncation of certain elements of absolute time. In minimalist architecture, 
 there is a similar sense of spatial connection in the notion of intertwined spaces, which are 
 established through the use of an open plan and either a lack of connecting walls, or an extension 
 of exterior walls into the landscape. A similar sense of perceptual automatism arises in 
 minimalist architectural practice in connection to the smaller refinements or subtle details that 
 occur on the inside of the  building once the simplistic exterior structures have been set in place. 
 For instance, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe often preferred the use of glass in order to produce 
 interesting effects that would alter the inside space without causing changes to the exterior.  In 
 both approaches,  then, it is implied that simplicity of exterior structure and interior design 
 outline a sense of non-prescribed ‘space’,  - indeed the essence of space itself - giving it greater 
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 importance by putting it into view. Interestingly, although it is not categorised within the 
 minimalist aesthetic, another particularly potent architectural metaphor for this notion of 
 ‘looking inward’ is found in the idea of ‘architecture of the veil’,  a phrase that is often used to 
 describe the construction of certain types of Mosques. This metaphor reflects the view that the 
 important movements or events occur on the inside of the structure, and not on the outside; 
 indeed, encouraging the idea that one must physically enter the building in order to understand 
 its meaning.  As such, the exteriors of these buildings are typically quite plain,  while the interiors 
 are usually complex, dazzling, and visually active.
[4] Note that perceptual phenomena are not strictly subsumed under the category of ‘real’  
 experiential data. Indeed, certain sensory illusions, though not necessarily ‘unreal’ as such, can 
 also not be defined as quantifiable phenomena. Moreover, although the phenomenal realm 
 emulates a fully subjective sense of spatiotemporal experience, one recalls that the data of the 
 phenomenal ‘space’ consists of both ‘real’ and ‘unreal’ elements.
[5] Although instances of what could be construed as a sort of modulation occur within pieces 
 such as The Well-Tuned Piano and Spiegel im Spiegel, they are typically quite brief and are 
 generally always immersed within the sustained pitches or sounds that underlie  the piece.
[6] There has been some dispute as to who exactly introduced just intonation into Young’s practice.   
 Although Young does claim to have theorized the need for such a system quite early in his 
 musical  career, there are circulating claims that it was in fact Tony Conrad, former member of 
 The Theatre of Eternal Music, who made Young aware of the mathematics of just intonation 
 (Doty, 1989, p.1).
[7] The liner notes for The Second Dream describe this particular inversion of the Dream Chord as 
 the intervallic ratios 18/17/16/12, however there is some discrepancy about the actual pitches.  
 Several consulted sources (Mela Foundation, 2011; McCroskey, 2011) suggest F, Bb, B, and C, 

 while others (Potter,  2002) instead give G, C, C#,  and D. The latter combination reflects the 
 overtone series according to a fundamental pitch of C. In the same text, Potter also gives D, G, 

 G#, and A as the Dream Chord at the time of for Brass (1957).

[8] The Second Dream was composed under the auspices of equal temperament, however one 
 notes that, even here, Young is anticipating his use of just intonation given his interest in 
 intervals such as the unison, 5th, and 4th, which are the purest (or least tempered) intervals of 
 equal temperament.
[9] The Hesychastic tradition, as reflected in several Eastern Christian and Catholic churches,  
 emphasises a practice of stillness and quiet so as to approach a more inward-looking, physically 
 transcendent state.  Monasticism implies a contextual view of the reductionist attitude in terms of 
 material renouncement.
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TEMPORALITY AS AN ANALYTICAL APPROACH TO 
MINIMALIST MUSIC: TOM JOHNSON’S AN HOUR FOR PIANO

R. ANDREW LEE

Minimalist compositions thwart most attempts at analysis given their remarkable 
simplicity; their structure is often deliberately obvious. The experience of a minimalist 
piece, however, is anything but simple. These compositions encourage the listener to 
ignore the past and the future, memory and expectation, and explore an extended 
present. This temporal experience, which Jonathan Kramer describes as vertical time, 
can create a sense of depth and complexity that is difficult to derive from the score. 
Previous scholarship has defined this temporality, but the concept of vertical time has 
only ever been applied in a general way. If an analytical approach to minimalism is to 
include temporality, which influences greatly the experience of the music, the musical 
elements that create vertical time must be defined. Too often vertical time is seen merely 
as the absence of linear elements instead of something that is actively cultivated in a 
variety of ways. By analysing the creation of vertical time, and by allowing for the 
inclusion of some linearity, it is possible to explore the temporality of minimalism in a 
meaningful and specific way. The potential of this analytical technique will be 
demonstrated through a study of Tom Johnson's An Hour for Piano (1971).

Keywords: vertical time, linear time, listening, repetition, pulse, memory, expectation, 
audible structure, Jonathan Kramer

Early minimalist music is simple. It lacks the network of hierarchical interactions and 
complexity found in even basic common practice music. One glance at a score reveals 
all there is to know about how a piece is organised. In short, at  least from a traditional 
analytical viewpoint, it is obvious and boring. Yet any admirer of the genre knows that it 
is precisely  this lack of surface-level activity that creates an engaging listening 
experience - what initially  seems static and monotonous becomes interesting and 
complex. Jonathan Kramer describes such an experience at a performance of Satie’s 
Vexations:

When I first  entered the concert, I listened linearly. But  I soon exhausted the 
information content of the work. It became totally redundant. For a brief period 
I felt  myself getting bored, becoming imprisoned by a hopelessly repetitious 
piece. Time was getting slower and slower, threatening to stop.

But  then I found myself moving into a different listening mode. I was 
entering the vertical time of the piece. My present  expanded as I forgot  about 
the music’s past  and future. I was no longer bored. And I was no longer 
frustrated, because I had given up expecting. I had left behind my habits of 
teleological listening. I found myself fascinated with what  I was hearing. The 
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music was not simply a context for meditation, introspection, or daydreaming. I 
was listening. (1988, p.379)

Minimalist composers were well aware of this listening mode, and actively cultivated it 
in their work. As Philip Glass wrote concerning his Music in Twelve Parts (1971-1974):

The music is placed outside the usual time-scale substituting a non-narrative 
and extended time-sense in its place.…When it becomes apparent  that  nothing 
“happens” in the usual sense, but that, instead, the gradual accretion of musical 
material can and does serve as the basis of the listener's attention, then he can 
perhaps discover another mode of listening - one in which neither memory nor 
anticipation…have a place in sustaining the texture, quality or reality of the 
musical experience (Mertens, 1983, p.79).

In a sense, these early minimalist compositions are boring for all the right reasons. Their 
simplicity allows the listener to engage with the music in a way that is foreign to most 
Western music, and it  is in this type of listening where the music lies. Unfortunately, 
while listeners and composers alike understand this, theorists have little tangible 
material on which to pin an analysis. This listening experience may create a sense of 
depth, but the notes on the page do not.
 Ian Quinn encapsulates the problem. He writes, “Traditionally, analysis aims to 
reduce the information content of a piece - productively, and however provisionally 
temporarily, and contingently - by  parsing it relative to some well-understood system of 
formal conceptual categories. Process music comes to the table already digested” (2006, 
p.292-293). Jonathan Kramer is even more blunt, writing that this music can “scarcely 
be analysed, in the usual sense of the term.…It is essentially pointless to 
explicate” (1988, p.388).
 Still, many scholars have pushed forward with standard analyses, and despite the 
apparent difficulties, they have yielded some effective results. Steve Reich's early 
phasing pieces have notably been the subject of analysis by Richard Cohn (1992), 
whose beat-class approach to rhythmic structures has also been adopted by Roberto 
Antonio Saltini (1993) and John Roeder (2003). Paul Epstein also produced one of the 
first meaningful analyses of the events between the stages of phasing in his article 
“Pattern Structure and Process in Steve Reich's Piano Phase” (1986).
 On the other hand, others see these formalist analyses as empty and incomplete 
when trying to describe this music. Jonathan Bernard writes that minimalist music 
demands “that the prospective investigator be willing, not to abandon quantitatively 
oriented methods, but to de-emphasise them somewhat in favor of taking seriously the 
connections between minimal music and minimal art and treating them, rather than 
simply  as an avenue for metaphorical comparison, as a way of 'seeing' the music, or as 
if one could see it” (1995, p.266). Yet Robert Fink questions any such connection to art 
when he writes that  “the ascetic formalism of minimalist music simply bounces back off 
the formalist asceticism of 1960s visual art, highly-polished mirrors reflecting each 
other's cultural emptiness in infinite analytical regress” (2005, p.18). Erik Christensen 
employs a spatial approach without explicit connection to the visual arts. He argues that 
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music, through the creation of time in combination with particular listening dimensions, 
establishes a virtual timespace (1996). Unfortunately, his analyses have been criticised 
for vagueness and a lack of depth (Bigand, 1997).
 Despite the variety of attempted analytical approaches, few have considered with 
specificity what Kramer and Glass describe as an essential aspect  of this alternative 
mode of listening - time. Both Vexations and Music in Twelve Parts seem to draw the 
listener into the present moment; memory and expectation become largely irrelevant 
given such unchanging or slowly changing information. In the face of such present-
orientation, the traditional theoretical approach is weakened given its emphasis on 
discovering structural underpinnings and on the development of a piece over time. 
Likewise, while those authors who prefer to draw connections to a spatial dimension 
may avoid such a pitfall, their analyses become more abstract and less particular to any 
given piece. If an analysis is to effectively describe the listening experience created by a 
particular minimalist composition, it must therefore consider temporality  in some 
concrete way.

Vertical Time

Nearly  all Western music exists in linear time, which Kramer defines as “the temporal 
continuum characterised by  [the] principle of composition and of listening under which 
events are understood as outgrowths or consequences of earlier events” (1988, p.453). 
This musical temporality is closely linked to Western culture, where the idea of time 
being linear is the dominant view (Slife, 1993). Moreover, the concepts of ‘before’ and 
‘after’, which are inherent to memory and the mind (Fraser, 1975), are so powerful that 
some have argued that time itself should be considered anisotropic (Denbigh, 1972). 
Still, it  is not only the direction of time that is important in Kramer's definition, but also 
teleology  - that  what is being heard in the present is somewhat  defined by events that 
occurred previously, making memory  and anticipation integral to linear time. This is the 
temporality that became the de facto perspective in Western music for listening, 
performance, analysis, and composition. 
 By the early twentieth century, this temporality had become so entrenched that 
composers had to actively work against it if they  were to present any alternative. One of 
the first to recognise such attempts was Leonard Meyer, who described the music of 
Stockhausen and Cage as “directionless, unkinetic” and “anti-teleological” (1967, p.72). 
He wrote that “because it presents a succession rather than a progression of events, this 
art is essentially static. There are no points of culmination or focus. All events are 
equally important and time, as we ordinarily  conceive it, dissolves. There is only 
duration” (1967, p.81).
 Jan Pasler also recognised this development, though without Meyer's stern 
critiques. By contrasting it with the narrative of common practice music, she developed 
several classifications:

Antinarratives are works which rely on the listener's expectation of narrative, 
but frustrate it  through continual interruption of a work's temporal processes.…
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Nonnarratives are works that  may use elements of narrative but  without 
allowing them to function as they would in a narrative.…A third type of 
innovation constitutes works without  narrativity, those that shun any organizing 
principle, whether an overall structure or preordained syntax, and thereby try to 
erase the role of memory [nonnarrativity] (1989, pp.244-248).

These classifications demonstrate how composers thwarted linear time in vastly 
different ways. She argues that Stravinsky and Stockhausen trended more toward 
antinarratives, which Kramer refers to as “multiply-directed time” or “moment 
time” (1988, p.50-52), while many Cage works may best be associated with 
nonnarrativity due to chance elements. Minimalist  works fall under her second 
classification of nonnarratives, yet due to their particularly  stark contrast with linearity, 
Kramer prefers the term vertical time - “a single present stretched out into an enormous 
duration, a potentially infinite 'now' that nonetheless feels like an instant” (1988, p.55).
 This concept of vertical time works well with minimalism because it easily 
articulates the differences with linear time, and helps explain the dissonance that can 
occur between the musical time of minimalism and objective clock time. Still, the term 
remains vague as Kramer applied it equally to minimalist music and to music by 
Stockhausen, Cage, Wolff and others. While the elongation of the present seems to be 
the common thread (1988, p.387), by his own accounts the perception of elapsed clock 
time can vary wildly (1988, pp.379-380). To better clarify  the term with respect to 
minimalism, it is important  to understand generally  the effect that minimalist music has 
on temporal perception. 
 In minimalist music, the extremely  gradual rate of change draws attention to 
minute details, which in turn affects the perception of time. Stefan Klein describes the 
effect, “Once we recognise the value of a moment we are experiencing, we try  to savor 
every  aspect of it. Sense and memory are highly receptive, and every impression they 
absorb slows down the time we are experiencing. The effect is even more dramatic 
when we focus on the very  smallest changes” (2006, pp.68-69). Michael Flaherty, 
through studies on altered experience of time has derived five sequential factors that 
produce this effect, which he refers to as protracted duration (italics are the author’s 
own):

First, there is a context  that is characterized by extreme circumstances. The 
situations that  engender protracted duration fall into one of two categories: 
those with unusually high levels of overt activity, and those with unusually low 
levels of overt activity.…Second, when people are confronted with extreme 
circumstances, they experience an increased emotional concern for 
understanding the nature of their situation.…In other words, the individual 
cares deeply about the situation and his or her place in it. Third, the shock of 
transition to extreme circumstances heightens cognitive involvement with self 
and situation.…Fourth, heightened perspicacity towards one's own subjectivity 
and surroundings generates stimulus complexity even if the setting is not 
characterized by a wealth of overt  activity.…Fifth, increased stimulus 
complexity fills standard units of temporality with a density of experience that 
far surpasses their normal volume of sensations (1999, pp.91-95).
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In the context of these factors, it is clear how minimalism is able to create a sense of 
protracted duration. The extremely low level of overt activity encourages a heightened 
awareness, particularly of small details, which in turn creates a sense of time 
lengthening.
 This interpretation of vertical time in minimalism, however, seems to contradict a 
common experience - that a composition feels as though it was far shorter than the clock 
indicates, not longer, as protracted duration might imply. Flaherty refers to this effect as 
temporal compression, and notes that  it is purely “a facet of retrospection. In contrast 
with protracted duration and synchronicity, both of which are primarily phenomena of 
the present, temporal compression is uniquely associated with the past” (1999, p.104). 
Anytime one makes an evaluation of how much time has elapsed, it requires 
recollection. It is not surprising, given the reduced activity within the time span of a 
minimalist composition that it feels as though little time has actually  passed when 
evaluated afterwards, even when the experience of the present feels elongated. Other 
music that creates a sense of vertical time does not  necessarily produce this same 
combination of protracted duration and temporal compression, making it a distinct 
characteristic of minimalism.

The Creation of Vertical Time

The concept of vertical time does much to illuminate the temporality of early  minimalist 
works, but the problem of analysis still remains. All too often vertical time is seen as 
merely the absence of linear elements. Kramer mentions the lack of phrasing, or at least 
phrasing that refuses to organise into larger hierarchical levels as a sufficient cause of 
vertical time (1988, 55), while Iannis Xenakis and Roberta Brown simply discuss the 
absence of change as sufficient cause “[i]f events were absolutely smooth without 
beginning or end, and even without modification or 'perceptible' internal roughness, 
time would likewise find itself abolished” (1989, p.87). It  is true that minimalist pieces 
often exclude musical elements of common practice music and linear time, but the 
creation of vertical time is not  accomplished by omission only  - it is created actively  by 
elements such as repetition, pulse, and audible structure.1
 Repetition is “perhaps the most stereotypical aspect of minimalist music, the 
tendency that audiences superficially  associate with its stuck-in-the-groove 
quality” (Gann, 2001). One reason so many minimalist compositions employ repetition 
is that it is one of the most powerful tools for moving beyond initial meaning in favor of 
creating vertical time. As the following examples show, repetition is capable of 
drastically altering the context in which the information is received. Initially, the 
receiver takes a particular meaning from the information, but as the number of 
repetitions increase, any linear implications become irrelevant. It is no longer germane 
to anticipate what the next phrase may be, and thus the context is reoriented from the 
linear to the vertical, forcing the receiver to consider the information differently.
 Several pieces demonstrate this point through their use of language to create 
musical effect, such Steve Reich's Come Out (1966) and David Borden's Music (1972). 
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Come Out is based on a recording of Daniel Hamm, who had been beaten in a Harlem 
police precinct  house. The piece begins with him saying “I had to like open the bruise 
up and let some of the bruise blood come out to show them” (Reich, 2002a, p.22). 
These last five words became the ostinato for Reich's phasing and canonic processes, 
and through repetition, these words lose their meaning as language is stripped down to 
rhythm and sound. A similar transformation takes place with Borden's Music. Here 
Borden samples a recording of the song “Music! Music! Music!” (1949) written by 
Stephen Weiss and Bernie Baum. The song begins “Put another nickel in / In the 
Nickelodeon / All I want is loving you / And music, music, music.”  Borden loops this 
last word continuously for the duration of the 13-minute piece, and it becomes the 
rhythmic and harmonic basis of the composition.
 The effect that both composers rely on is known as semantic satiation. First noted 
over a century ago (Severance and Washburn, 1907), semantic satiation is the effect of a 
word losing its meaning after repeatedly speaking, writing, or hearing it. More recently, 
Kounios, Kotz, and Holcomb have demonstrated that the effect is semantic in nature, 
and not  rooted in sensory or perceptual loss (2000, p.1377). As the meaning of the 
words diminishes in Come Out and Music, the listener is able to perceive other 
characteristics, such as rhythm and pitch, enabling Reich and Borden to use them as 
musical elements.
 Pulse is another important generator of vertical time, and it is particularly relevant 
to minimalist piano music due to the instrument's inability  to sustain pitches for a 
significant length of time. Pulse is found in all common practice music as it is necessary 
for meter, and it  need not be overtly present in the music as the listener can easily derive 
it from the piece's rhythmic organisation. What distinguishes pulse in minimalism is that 
composers articulate it with a steady, often invariant rhythm, and it  does not act as a 
baseline for higher levels of organisation. Moreover, pulses are rarely grouped beyond 
the metrical level, and even then metrical ambiguities are common. With this musical 
element brought to the forefront and limited to its most basic uses, it  helps create a 
sense of vertical time. “Pulse and goal-directed movement evoke two kinds of temporal 
experience which are qualitatively different.…Continuous pulse has no definite 
beginning and end” (Christensen, 1996, p.14,50).
 A third source of vertical time in minimalism is audible structure, which is perhaps 
the most important factor in vertical time creation.2 Repetition and pulse are invariant, 
so to maintain vertical time while still allowing for some change (which can imply 
linear time) requires an audible structure. Reich's statement that “once the process is set 
up and loaded it runs by itself” (2002b, p.34) is a natural fit for audible structure, but 
other, less rigorous pieces still have this characteristic. Tom Johnson describes audible 
structure as being where “the pitches, rhythms, and colours presented in the first few 
minutes usually define a specific kind of music, and the remainder of the piece will not 
depart very  far from that” (1989). A piece does not need to be completely  predictable so 
much as the material must lie “right on the surface” (Gann, 2001). This level of 
transparency allows the listener to disregard memory and anticipation and focus on the 
present, where, as Glass wrote, “the attention of [the] audience is mainly drawn to the 
sound itself” (Mertens, 1983, p.71).
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 Vertical time is created by more than the absence of musical elements that evoke 
memory and expectation, such as melodic and harmonic relationships within a tonal 
system or phrasing and periodicity. Musical characteristics that  actively thwart linearity 
- repetition, pulse, and audible structure - are also a factor. The nature of vertical time is 
also not uniform; it can and does vary with and within each composition. Moreover, 
compositions that are devoid of all linear elements are relatively rare. La Monte Young’s 
Composition 1960 #7 may  be one such example, but more often minimalist pieces do 
have elements of linearity. For example, Philip Glass does not set up a completely 
predictable process in Two Pages (1968), despite the rigor of the additive technique, and 
Steve Reich moves through three harmonic areas in the otherwise predictable Piano 
Phase (Potter, 2000, p.29). The experience of vertical time remains dominant in these 
pieces, but it is also coloured by linear elements, providing the listener with a rich 
experience that is not readily apparent from the score.
 At first, it may seem to be an impossibility that vertical time and linear time can 
coexist, but these terms are rather fluid. J. T. Fraser, one of the foremost scholars in the 
area of time, writes that “time refuses to conform to the law of contradiction”3 (1975, p.
45). This in turn led Kramer to conclude that “these categories of time…readily  overlap; 
and, because time is exempt from the law of contradiction, they  can coexist” (1988, p.
8). This may seem counterintuitive, but by  allowing for a more flexible interpretation 
and overlapping of these seemingly discrete categories of time, a more meaningful and 
concrete analysis of minimalist music becomes possible. Tom Johnson’s An Hour for 
Piano (1971) makes a remarkable case study for such an analysis as the experience of 
this piece is deeply rooted in temporality - from the title and intriguing program notes to 
the way in which linear elements colour the perception of vertical time. 

An Hour for Piano

Tom Johnson has said that he considers An Hour for Piano, which began as 
improvisational accompaniment for a modern dance class at New York University in 
1967, to be the first minimalist work that he composed. 4

I would sometimes write down a few measures of some particular kind of music 
I had found that seemed worth remembering. I had a drawer where I would 
keep these sketches. Many months after this started I went through the drawer 
and really liked seven…basic textures, so I took them home and started writing 
them out in detail, expanding them and composing transitions from one texture 
to another. All of them were comfortable at  one tempo, so I could fit them all 
together.…I was still never thinking about what  might come before and what 
might come after. These were just timeless textures.

When I had quite a mess of isolated sections, I began connecting them, 
which often required writing a few additional pages. The pages and the sections 
began piling up, and it  was clear that  this might go on for a while, so as a way 
of setting a goal I came up with the title “An Hour for Piano.” Gradually I 
linked all of these two-page and four-page and twelve-page sections together 
into one piece without  interruption, but there was still no before and after. All 
the sections were just floating in the same time frame. The only reason the 
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piece starts the way it does is that I never found anything that  seemed to lead to 
that (Johnson, 2010).

Rather than being highly regular, these textures, as Johnson calls them, appear in no 
particular order, are freely  altered, and even combined with one another. Exact 
repetitions are also few, even though each texture is short, creating an ever-changing 
landscape for the listener. Moreover, elements of linearity are also present, from 
transitions that anticipate the arrival of a new section to the creation and resolution of 
melodic tension.5
 An Hour for Piano is based on six primary  textures (figures 1-6), as well as an 
additional transitional texture (figure 7) that appears frequently  in loose combination 
with other textures. All musical material in the piece is derived from these textures, 
which are essentially one-bar ideas.6 According to the score, the entire piece is played at 
a strict tempo of 59.225 beats per minute to the quarter note in order to achieve a 
performance that lasts for exactly  one hour. Dynamics are to be “extremely subtle,” 
ranging “between mezzo forte and forte” (Johnson, 1971) and while the meter is not 
notated, it does not often deviate from common time.7

Figure 1 Tom Johnson, An Hour for Piano, texture 1, bars 1-3. All score excerpts 
printed with permission, Tom Johnson, Editions 75.

Figure 2 An Hour for Piano, texture 2, bars 70-71. 
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Figure 3 An Hour for Piano, texture 3, bars 121-123. 

Figure 4 An Hour for Piano, texture 4, bars 369-371. 

Figure 5 An Hour for Piano, texture 5, bars 281-282. 

Figure 6 An Hour for Piano, texture 6, bars 330-333. 
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Figure 7 An Hour for Piano, transitional texture, bars 208-212. 

 Rather than employing any  specific compositional techniques to help this material 
span an hour, Tom Johnson composed with “intuition” to determine the placement of, 
variations within, and transitions between these textures (2010). The piece is roughly 
divided into seventeen short sections, each employing only  one of the primary textures. 
Toward the end of each of these sections, the texture is often broken down slowly until 
only a single note or pattern is left, while the next texture is likewise built up. This 
makes the beginnings and endings of sections impossible to define with complete 
accuracy. The damper pedal also contributes to a blurring between sections, as it is held 
down for the entire piece, and Johnson's transitional writing is designed to 
accommodate this effect.

Sources of Vertical Time

Johnson's organic compositional approach does encourage a somewhat different 
listening experience than other minimalist compositions. In other pieces, much of the 
purpose of creating vertical time is to allow for listener freedom. Large numbers of 
exact repetitions give the listener ample opportunity to explore the sounds as there are 
relatively long stretches of time where no new information is presented. The difference 
with repetitions in An Hour for Piano is that minute changes that take place within a 
thematic section continuously offer the listener something new, while not changing the 
underlying material. Repetition remains at the forefront of the listening experience and 
acts to create vertical time even with such variation. This does not mean the listener is 
so drawn to the immediacy of the pitches that exploration of particular notes, intervals, 
or overtones is not possible, but rather that it is not explicitly necessary. In pieces where 
there are many exact repetitions, such exploration is not only necessary but also the 
intended focal point; in An Hour for Piano it is only one possibility.
 Consider for example the third texture as presented in figure 3. This texture could 
be expressed as only bar 122 - the quarter-note pulse on G in the right hand, the adding 
of Eb and Db to the texture in quavers, the low D in the left hand on downbeats, and the 
left hand chord presented on the second and fourth beats of each bar. This basic material 
is invariant from bars 121 to 136 and lasts for one minute and eight seconds.8 However, 
the pattern is never exact. The low D may be present on successive downbeats, or may 
have as many as two bars between iterations. There are also usually no more than two 
lone crotchets in the right hand before the addition of either Eb, Db, or later Cb. But there 
is no pattern to how frequently or in what order those quavers are included; the listener 
is constantly presented with slightly different information even though the music never 
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significantly changes. Once the collection of pitches is established with the listener, the 
duration of this passage, combined with the exact repetition of G5 every beat and the 
left hand chord every two beats, severely limits the usefulness of memory or 
expectation, drawing attention to the present. The sense of vertical remains, but it is 
coloured by subtle, unpredictable changes.

Figure 3 (reprinted) An Hour for Piano, texture 3, bars 121-123. 

 A strong sense of pulse, which is another contributor to vertical time, is present  in 
this piece, reinforcing the sense of common time with the content  of each texture.9 
There is rarely any organisation above the metrical level into either phrases or 
hypermetric groupings, and the sense of pulse remains steady throughout. Notice that 
each texture, with the exception of the sixth, emphasises G5 at  either the crotchet or 
minim level, while the sixth texture has a clear C4 pulse on the first and third beats of 
each bar. This emphasis of pulse acts like the ticking of a clock and even undermines to 
an extent the organisation at the metrical level.
 Finally, the audible structure of An Hour for Piano is another significant 
contributor to vertical time. As was previously  mentioned, Johnson’s concept of audible 
structure concerns itself less with complete predictability  and more with generally 
unchanging content. Here, the seven textures, even while distinct from one another, are 
similar in pitch content, rhythm, and register. Thus, when Johnson varies these textures, 
dismantles or builds them up in transition, and occasionally combines them with one 
another, the linearity of these compositional devices is diminished. Moreover, these 
changes do not usually  carry with them linear implications; Johnson wanders from one 
“timeless texture” to another without any  seeming to imply that another should 
necessarily follow.
 To perpetuate the sense of vertical time, Johnson reserves bigger changes for 
gradual transitions. These transitions tend to be long as Johnson mirrors the slowly 
fading sounds of the previous texture, sustained with the ever-held damper pedal, 
slowly reducing the musical material. Not surprisingly, the length of transitions is often 
over a minute, with one of the longest transitions, centred on bars 632-662 (figure 8), 
lasting well over two minutes.10

 This transition has no sense of regularity or exact repetition. The accompaniment of 
the fourth texture is reduced to a descending third, occurring sporadically, while the 
melodic material merges with the transitional texture. The right  hand does not seem to 
make a complete transition as the harmonic perfect  fourth of the fourth texture, E5-A5, 
appears as late as bar 653. This combination is maintained until the third texture's left 
hand chord is brought in at bar 660; the right hand only later takes on characteristics of 
the third texture. Most transitions in the piece tend to function in this manner, and there 
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Figure 8 An Hour for Piano, transitional passage, bars 632-663. 

are even a few deceptive transitions within thematic sections where a texture is broken 
down only to be built  back up and continue. Still, the effect of these transitions is not 
propulsion forward into a new idea, but rather an emphasis on the present due to the 
slow rate of change and the frequent inclusion of the transitional texture.
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Melodic Sources of Linear Time

As part of his intuitive compositional process, Tom Johnson also opened up  the 
possibility for instances of linear time. While Johnson retained an overall sense of 
verticality, he did allow events to take place that at times surprise, create tension and 
resolution, and alter the pacing of the piece. Not unexpectedly, the effect  of this 
combination of linear and vertical elements varies considerably, from becoming 
dominantly  linear on a local level to altering subtly the sense of vertical time on the 
macro level. In some ways, this interaction is not wholly unlike other early  minimalist 
pieces, inasmuch as linear time is considerably less prominent at larger hierarchical 
levels. However, An Hour for Piano differs in that these linear elements are more 
prominent and not byproducts of a rigorous compositional process.
 Melodically, the first and second textures naturally  carry with them the potential for 
more linearity  than the others since the end of each one-bar and two-beat unit, 
respectively, has an unresolved Ab. That is, the basic unit of each of these textures 
spirals into its next iteration. In most cases, this sense of propulsion is negated by 
repetition, but  there are some instances where this characteristic is exploited to create a 
sense of tension and resolution. For instance, the first texture, which opens the piece, is 
not heard again for over 33 minutes.11 Its arrival is therefore aurally distinct, and 
Johnson adds to the effect by allowing for linear time on the local level.

Figure 9 An Hour for Piano, texture 1, bars 529-531, 534-536.
 

 Figure 9 marks the return of the first  texture, and there are several ways Johnson 
creates tension in these six bars. First, his use of the octave Gs in bar 529, which do not 
proceed to the expected Ab and Bb, creates a sense of anticipation within the listener. 
The same thing happens again in the following bar, but the tension is even further 
heightened by an additional beat, delaying the downbeat and complete return even 
further. There is also an omission of a semiquaver rest at the start of beat five in this bar, 
further propelling the listener to the downbeat of bar 531. Just a few bars later, Johnson 
creates another source of tension by a different alteration to the texture. In bar 535, the 
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octave Gs that are expected to fall on the downbeat are replaced with a Bb as the lower 
note. This unexpected substitution creates melodic tension as the line from the 
preceding bar presents G-Ab-Bb-Ab-Bb-Ab-Bb-Ab  before finally  resolving to G on the 
downbeat of bar 536. Granted, there are many alterations to this texture as it is 
presented each time, most of which carry  little to no linear implications, but the long 
absence since it  was last heard, combined with the pronounced tension of these changes 
here creates localised linear time.
 More remarkable instances of linear time are created by the sixth texture. By itself, 
this texture does not have the same forward momentum as the first or second. Instead, 
the semiquavers in the right hand tend to wander among the white notes between F and 
C while the left hand maintains its steady, quaver accompaniment. The potential for 
linearity comes as notes of longer durations in the right hand tend to be on A5, creating 
dissonance over the C-G accompaniment. In figure 10, the tension of A5, which had 
been weakened earlier by elements of verticality, is brought to the forefront through 
longer note values before it  resolves to G in bar 348. To further emphasise the 
dissonance of A and resolution to G, Johnson repeats this motion as if it  were a cadential 
extension. From the pickup  to bar 351 until bar 353, there are four repetitions of A of 
increasing duration, until the section is brought to a close in bar 353. From here, the 
stability of G is used to transition into the third texture.

Example 10 An Hour for Piano, texture 6, bars 346-354. 

 While there is a strong sense of linear motion through this tension and resolution, 
the sense of closure provided by  the G seems significant because of its structural 
position in the work. The sixth texture is the last  to be introduced, and from this point 
on, Johnson returns to earlier textures with more alterations. As such, this sense of 
stability  acts as a structural marker for the entire work. It  also has harmonic implications 
for the piece. The pitch G is certainly the anchor for every texture, to the extent that 
Kyle Gann wrote that this piece “never deviates from the key  of G, though some 
dissonant motives wash through from time to time” (2004). However, Johnson chose to 
have this passage, the only cadential moment in the entire work, end with an emphasis 
of C in the bass. 
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 In the context of the verticality  of the piece, two observations arise from this 
instance of seemingly large-scale linearity. First, despite Johnson’s lack of “before and 
after” in the compositional process (2010), he still conveys that this is the last texture he 
will introduce. However, since there is no sense of forward motion from one texture to 
another, the effect of this cadence is minimised; it becomes a localised phenomenon 
despite its potential large-scale implications. Second, by allowing the sixth texture to 
briefly anchor itself to C, Johnson helps to diminish the linear potential of the most 
prominent pitch, G. If G is not the anchor12 of the piece, then its potential as a 
destination for linear motion is diminished. Moreover, since Johnson makes the 
appearance of a stable C extremely brief in the context of the entire composition, any 
dominant role of G is greatly  diminished. Thus, G cannot function as either tonic or 
dominant for almost the entire piece, greatly minimising linearity on anything but a 
localised level, and contributing to the overall sense of vertical time.

Harmonic Basis of the Primary Textures

Despite the prominence of the pitch G in An Hour for Piano, its harmonic function is 
consistently minimised. Johnson avoids any overt thirds within chords to limit harmonic 
linearity, and, outside of the aforementioned cadence, does not allow G to function in a 
consistent role. Also, as can be seen through analysis of each individual texture, 
Johnson subtly implies the importance of the pitch C, though rarely confirms its role as 
the potential anchor of the piece.
 The melodic content of the first texture is centered on the G-Ab-Bb-Ab motion, 
which without repetitions creates a strong drive to G. Yet while the Ab does strengthen 
the role of G, that  does not inherently imply that G is a large-scale anchor. To be 
interpreted as such, it would have to be in Phrygian mode, but this modality  is never 
established. The same situation arises in the second texture with the inclusion of Ab in 
the arpeggio-like figuration. However, unlike the first texture, the left hand increases the 
importance of C. Notice that the left hand accompaniment is an inversion of the 
accompaniment for the first texture. Therefore, instead of outlining the fifth from G up 
to D, it outlines the fifth from G down to C. This is an important difference as the 
harmonic role of G remains minimized.
 The third texture presents a great deal of ambiguity concerning its harmonic basis. 
G continues to be important  in the right hand, but now it is combined with Eb, Db, and 
Cb, which have not yet been seen. Moreover, the accompanying chords are dissonant 
against these pitches, consisting of a D2 followed by  the E-A-B chords, and there are no 
C-naturals in either hand. The complete collection of pitches, then, is G, A, B/Cb, Db, D, 
Eb, E, which by itself seems to defy categorisation.13 If the hands are separated from one 
another, two observations can be made. First, the left hand seems to be working with 
one quintal harmony - D, A, E, B - and the right hand functions in a whole-tone scale. 
Thus both hands deny any pitch as being central, which can be seen as a further 
minimising of a harmonic role for G.
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 The fourth texture does seem to emphasise the importance of G both with the 
frequency of the note in the right hand and the G to B third in the left. However, the 
melodic content of this texture, derived from the top notes, emphasises C, with its 
frequent placement on the downbeats, and G a perfect fourth beneath. Granted, the C is 
always heard as part of a minor seventh with the D below, as Johnson continues to keep 
potential harmonic linearity in check. The fifth texture also hints at a quasi-dominant 
function of G. Here, the accompaniment has a prominent minor seventh from G to F, 
but omits the third lest it  create linearity by functioning as a V7. To further imply the 
importance of C, there are a few deviations from the basic form that resolve melodically 
to that pitch, which can be seen in figure 11.

Figure 11 An Hour for Piano, texture 5, bars 284-285. 

In a sense, the sixth texture, with its accompaniment figure centered on C, can be 
seen as a resolution of the aforementioned minor seventh, though the movement 
between these two textures is so gradual that the repetition all but eliminates any sense 
of linear harmonic motion. What is significant about the sixth texture is that it is the 
only one to clearly emphasise C. It is important  to note, however, that there is no sense 
of linear time created by  this harmonic construct. There is no great building of tension 
where the listener anxiously  awaits the resolution of the first five textures. There is no 
hint of dominant function until the fifth texture, and even then it is weakened to the 
point of irrelevance. The effect of de-emphasising the importance of G, while at the 
same time subtly  hinting at the importance of C is therefore twofold: the textures seem 
to float aimlessly, without an anchor, contributing to vertical time, and it provides a 
loose structure for the piece, which slightly alters the overall sense of vertical time.

Protracted duration, temporal compression, and synchronicity

An Hour for Piano creates a sense of temporality  that is different from many early 
minimalist pieces. Repetition, pulse, and audible structure all act to create vertical time, 
yet the constantly  changing surface does not inherently  create the same level of listener 
freedom. Likewise, the sense of linearity  is present on multiple hierarchical levels as 
Johnson freely includes linear musical elements with his organic compositional 
approach. Yet the most significant distinction between this piece and other minimalist 
compositions is the manner in which An Hour for Piano interacts with clock time.
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 Clock time does not concern the experience of time but rather the objective sense 
of time as Western society has most commonly  come to accept it. In music, clock time 
is not often a factor. An audience may wish to know the approximate duration of a 
composition beforehand, but  ordinarily  the composer does not  usually intend for that 
knowledge to directly affect the perception of the music. This is not the case with An 
Hour for Piano. Even while the title does not necessarily inform the listener that the 
performance should be exactly one hour, he or she understands that it should at least be 
approximately so. This understanding in turn can lead to a greater sense of conflict 
between protracted duration and temporal compression.

These two experiences of time are an integral part of minimalist music: while the 
sense of time slowing is felt  in the present, time usually seems to have passed quickly 
when the listener compares the perceived duration of the past with the elapsed time 
according to the clock. By including the length of the piece in the title, Johnson seems 
to encourage the listener to check the clock at  least occasionally. This feeling in turn 
makes the listener much more aware of the disparity between these temporal 
experiences than in most minimalist music, or taken to an extreme, it  can potentially 
eliminate the sense of compressed temporality.

To help the listener avoid this pitfall, Johnson has included lengthy program notes14 
that are “to be read while hearing” (1974). He wrote the notes three years after he 
completed the piece and described them as being “strictly  an afterthought, almost 
independent from the music” (2010). Yet they can be an important part of the listening 
experience. The notes are self-explanatory  and mirror the minimalist  aesthetic of the 
piece with repetition and slight variation. The notes, as they  state often, are “intended to 
increase your ability to concentrate on the music,” and as such also encourage the reader 
to “not read further” if this goal is not achieved (1974). They  also contain prompts for 
the listener, asking him or her to consider the pacing of their reading in relation to the 
music, the effect of reading the same passage at different times with different music, 
and even how the text impacts the work's perceived form. Given the freedom the reader 
has concerning pacing, pauses, and even whether or not to read the notes, they can help 
the listener focus more intently on the music and avoid the danger of clock watching.

At the same time, Johnson seems to be interested in creating the experience of 
synchronicity during the piece as well. Synchronicity  is where “the perceived passage of 
time is nearly  synchronised with the standard temporal units of clocks and 
calendars” (Falherty, 1999, p.98). This is not the normal experience with minimalist 
music, as has already been shown, but the program notes encourage the reader to 
consider the remaining time of the piece in relation to the remainder of the text.

The effect of the program notes is threefold: they help to avoid the perils of clock 
watching by providing another source of stimuli, they increase concentration on the 
music through its free structure and prompts, and they encourage perception of all three 
types of temporal experiences - protracted duration, temporal compression, and 
synchronicity. Such wide-ranging interactions with time clearly distinguish this piece 
from other minimalist compositions as it not only  seeks to create a rich sense of musical 
time but also incorporates clock time as well.
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Conclusions

An Hour for Piano represents a different approach to minimalist piano writing than 
other compositions of the time. The intuitive construction of the work creates a strong 
sense of vertical time even if the level of listener freedom or exploration does not seem 
to be the same. With this composition, Tom Johnson in some ways explicitly writes out 
what other composers would have required listeners to explore individually, but 
repetitions, pulse, and audible structure remain fundamentally intact, creating vertical 
time.

While large-scale linear implications do exist, they only slightly alter the overall 
sense of verticality. The elements of vertical time creation consistently undermine such 
implications, though they cannot wholly  eliminate them. Therefore, while elements of 
linear time are clearly  a part of the listening experience at various hierarchical levels, 
they  do not negate the dominant verticality  but  instead help create a richer temporal 
experience.

The addition of clock time to the listening experience further enhances the overall 
temporality, a characteristic that makes An Hour for Piano distinctive from its 
counterparts. Through the apt title, constant pulse approximating the ticking of a clock, 
and inventive program notes, Tom Johnson gives clock time a vital role in the piece. It 
is not included at the expense of protracted duration and temporal compression, but 
rather added alongside these temporal constructs. Understanding the rich and unique 
temporal experience of An Hour for Piano can only be fully understood with respect to 
temporality, and any analytical approach that fails to address the issue of time therefore 
remains incomplete.

The potential for this type of analysis extends beyond An Hour for Piano.15 By 
considering vertical time as something actively  cultivated, it  is possible to compare the 
temporality  of different  minimalist compositions. Moreover, allowing for the 
coexistence of vertical time and linear time further illuminates the temporal experience. 
Minimalist music may seem simple on the page, but the experience of it  is not. The 
depth of minimalism lies primarily in the complexity of its temporality, and an 
understanding of vertical time creation and the role of linear elements creates a 
meaningful avenue for analysis of this music.

NOTES

[1] These three were chosen for their particular suitability to minimalist piano music. Other 
 elements,  such as drones, actively create vertical time, but are not necessarily applicable to a 
 discussion of An  Hour for Piano.
[2] Kyle Gann places such importance on this factor that he even defines minimalism as “The Era 
 of Audible Structure, 1960-1980,” in “Minimal Music, Maximal Impact” (2001).
[3] Aristotle, the first to try to prove the law of contradiction, defines it as such: “The same attribute 
 cannot at the same time belong and not belong to the same subject in the same respect - 
 presupposing, of course, such qualifications as may be necessary to guard against logical 
 objections” (2007, p.123).
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[4] Johnson also cites the Four Note Opera (1972) as one of his first minimalist pieces (Warburton, 
 2007).
[5] It is also rather different from the music Johnson would go on to compose.  Since ca. 1979, his 
 compositions have tended to be far more rigorously process-oriented and/or mathematical 
 (Decroupet, 2001).  For example, his Chord Catalog (1986) for piano consists of all 8178 chords 
 possible within one octave. 
[6] Two- to four-bar examples were chosen to show both the essential character of the different 
 textures as well as some of the different ways they are presented. 
[7] Of the 870 total bars, only 61 (7.0%) are not in common time, and those bars vary from 2.5 to 7 
 beats in length. The total number of beats for the piece is 3553.5. This number is then 
 divided by 60 to calculate the precise tempo indication.
[8] 16 bars multiplied by 4 beats/bars multiplied by the duration of each beat, which is just over one 
 second (60/59.225 seconds/beat). 
[9] The only texture that does not always emphasise the metre is the transitional texture on the 
 repeated crotchet G.  Even there, the grace notes and occasional blending with other textures 
 usually provide a downbeat emphasis when present.
[10] The case for an even longer transition could also be made as the fourth texture starts breaking 
 down as early as bar 620 and the right hand quavers of the third texture do not appear until 
 bar 671.
[11] The first texture ends around 3’06” and does not return until 36’13”. (All timings have been 
 calculated based on a metronomically consistent performance, as per Johnson's performance 
 indications.) This is the longest amount of time between complete instances of a particular 
 texture in the entire piece. The next longest is in the third texture, from the end of its second 
 instance, 18’24”,   until its return at 45’34”, a length of 27’10”. Yet even this texture returns at 
 least partially in transitional material during that span. The long absence of the first texture is 
 substantial, especially considering the aural importance it receives by starting the piece.
[12] The word tonic is deliberately avoided as there is no true sense of a tonic-dominant 
 relationship in the piece.
[13] Some pitches would have to be considered dissonant and thus omitted to have this texture fit 
 within a  recognisable scale, but the material does not seem to give any  such indication.
[14] The program notes can be found in their entirety from: 
 http://www.lovely.com/albumnotes/notes1081.html
[15] This analytical approach is applied to other minimalist and postminimalist pieces in the 
 dissertation The Interaction of Linear and Vertical Time in Minimalist and Postminimalist 
 Piano Music, upon which this article is based. The dissertation is available in full from: 
 http://randrewlee.com/Writing_files/Dissertation.pdf. 
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SCANNING THE TEMPORAL SURFACE: ASPECTS OF TIME, 
MEMORY AND REPETITION IN MY RECENT MUSIC

BRYN HARRISON

This paper considers the role of musical temporality and memory in the recent works of 
composer Bryn Harrison. In contrast to earlier pieces, the essay outlines the ways in 
which these pieces adopt a singular approach to musical structure which utilises high 
levels of repetition. It is argued that, through this approach, the listener is able to build 
up a composite understanding of the surface of the music over time. Comparisons are 
made to the scanning of a picture plane, and the work of Bridget Riley, James Hugonin 
and François Morellet are given as examples. The paper ends with a description of a 
new collaborative project with digital artist Tim Head which seeks to develop on this 
same phenomenological approach.

Keywords: memory, repetition, temporality, non-directed linearity, self-similarity

Many of the pieces I have written over the last decade have resulted from a 
preoccupation with notions of musical temporality. Works written between 2001 and 
2008 fall into two categories: there are those such as Low Time Patterns (2002), Six 
Symmetries (2004) and Five Miniatures in Three Parts (2008) which divide the pieces 
up into closely  related panels and re-examine the same object from different angles and 
perspectives over a period of time, whilst others, such as Rise (2003) and Shifting Light 
(2006), are presented as one continual, durational span that takes the material through a 
gradual process of metamorphosis. My use of such devices has been documented 
elsewhere but - put briefly - it relies on a reflective kind of listening in which each 
musical moment is subjected to an almost subconscious kind of scrutiny. My intention 
has been to raise, for the listener, perceptual questions as to whether successive events 
are presented as exact repetitions or whether some kind of transformation has taken 
place. The more traditional, teleological constructs of musical syntax and the proviso 
for a projected musical narrative are replaced by cyclical structures which seem only to 
lead to their own end or to what Jonathan Kramer might  have described as “a non-
directed linearity” (Kramer, 1988, p.61-2).
 A more extensive and detailed survey of these working procedures has been 
documented in my PhD thesis ‘Cyclical Structures and the Organisation of 
Time’ (Harrison, 2007a). I do not wish to cover too much of the same ground here but 
rather to consider how I have attempted to push forward these ideas in more recent 
works. Over the last  few years, I have worked towards the production of fluttering, 
ephemeral surfaces that quietly but actively engage the listener in the passing of fleeting 
events. Successions of notes that often operate at a speed and density beyond that which 
can be immediately  apprehended are repeated again and again, allowing the listener to 
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gradually build up an understanding of the composite elements of the textural surface 
over an extended period of time. Here, near and exact repetition operates in close 
proximity, providing points of orientation and disorientation for the listener. This paper 
will consider how these parameters function in two significant recent  works of mine; 
Repetitions in Extended Time (2008) and Surface Forms (repeating) (2009) (audio 
excerpts from these pieces can be found on the composer’s website). I will illustrate 
how these ideas manifest themselves in other more recent works such as M.C.E. (2009) 
and Receiving the Approaching Memory (2010). I will also make reference to examples 
from the visual arts by Tim Head, James Hugonin, Bridget Riley and Françoise 
Morollet where, it could be said, the meaning of the work comes, in part, from the 
constant cross examination of repeated elements whilst scanning the peripheral surface 
of the picture plane.
 An immediate predecessor to the musical works given above was a piece I wrote in 
2007 entitled A Leaf Falls On Loneliness. The title is taken from a poem by  E.E. 
Cummings but I took the liberty of working away  from the text, choosing instead to 
draw more directly on the notion of brevity inherent within the haiku-like form of the 
verse. The resultant piece is highly  economical in its use of musical material and is 
presented as a single page that is repeated 27 times.

Figure 1 a leaf falls on loneliness (Harrison, 2007)

 What will be immediately evident from the visual presentation of the score is the 
way in which the layout  of the page acts as a structural aspect in its own right; the 
rhythmic groupings and canonic entries are carefully placed to create wave-like 
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oscillations that ebb and flow. What is perhaps less apparent (given that the notation 
offers us only  a frozen and seemingly exact representation of what is actually a fluid 
and ongoing process) is the degree of implicit variation inherent within the score. For 
instance, the mezzo-soprano part is relatively exposed, requiring the first sung note to 
replicate the pitch of the opening note in the clarinet part. Similarly, the artificial 
harmonics in the violin and cello parts are difficult to match in terms of pitch and 
dynamics. What results, even in the hands of a highly proficient ensemble and an 
experienced singer, are extremely subtle, but nonetheless perceptible, variations in the 
execution of the phrases or individual notes. Slight alterations in pitch, amplitude and 
timbre may be further heightened by difficulties in replicating the rhythmic structures to 
the exactitude with which they are notated (having to count a rhythm of seven notes in 
the space of six against the same displaced rhythm in another part for instance). What 
this amounts to is that, whilst  the piece becomes more known on one level as time goes 
on (due to the highly repetitive nature of the music), it also becomes subjected to more 
scrutiny  by the listener as more and more of the details become audibly  noticeable. I 
would like to think that, by offering various points of focus upon the same event over a 
prolonged period of time, the piece allows for the possibility  of opening up a variety of 
implicit interpretations and, as a result, offers a degree of multi-dimensionality and a 
reflective space for the listener.
 Reflecting upon the premiere performance, given by the Ossian ensemble with 
Lore Lixenberg during the 2007 Austrian Cultural Forum, I was subsequently reminded 
of a statement by  the British artist Bridget Riley in which she stated that repetition in art 
(and we might add music) can act as an amplifier by  bringing to our attention elements 
or details that might otherwise go by unnoticed (Bridget Riley, 1979). Indeed, following 
a recent performance in 2011 at the Royal Academy of Music, several people 
commented to me upon the ways in which their focus had shifted between the various 
composite elements during performance and that, had it not been for the absence of 
page turns, they would have been surprised to find that the score consisted of only a 
single, repeated unit.
 This premise has come to represent my main outlook over the past few years. 
Indeed, with the odd exception (such as a commission for a shorter piece for a specific 
programme such as Five Distances (2011)) my tendency has been towards composing 
works that exhibit  greater singularity  than those described previously. One might say 
that the oscillating, repeating panels of Low Time Patterns or Six Symmetries are still 
present in a more recent piece like Surface Forms (repeating) but subjected to less 
immediate transformation. In the latter piece in particular, my inclination has been 
towards an imagined sound object which is prolonged over a given period of time. 
Change is not absent from the work but is conditioned by our experience of listening. 
As Hume has stated, “[r]epetition changes nothing in the object repeated, but does 
change something in the mind which contemplates it” (cited in Deleuze (2004, p.90)). 
The premise of time therefore becomes even more explicit in providing meaning to the 
work: Instead of attempting to construct time on a moment to moment basis, the music 
strives towards the creation of a singular time event. Rather like in the long, late works 
by Morton Feldman, such as For Samuel Beckett (1987) and Coptic Light (1985), time 
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operates less on a moment to moment basis but takes on the conditions of an objectified 
presence through which musical form becomes more ambiguous. 
 Having the privilege of a longer commission from the Huddersfield Contemporary 
Music Festival in 2008, and being able to put my faith in an ensemble that I knew and 
trusted (the highly talented Anglo-Belgian collective Plus Minus), I was given the 
opportunity to explore these ideas more fully. The challenge, as I saw it, was to create a 
piece that was almost monolithic in its outlook whilst still maintaining musical interest 
over an extended period of time (in this case approximately  45 minutes). I chose to 
structure the piece as a single movement, but with three very short pauses which offer 
slight moments of repose that serve to break the piece into five discrete sections of 
closely related materials (indicated from A to E in the score). As will be apparent from 
the table in figure 2, these materials become progressively slower and more repetitive as 
time goes on, generating greater and greater degrees of magnification. For the same 
reasons, the number of pages in each discrete section is reduced to just eight 3/8 bars of 
music at the end of the piece (E2 in the table), repeated to a total of 98 bars.

Figure 2 Outline of page arrangement in Repetitions in Extended Time

Divisions of sections 
(A1, etc.):

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

A quaver = 96 bpm 16 
bars

12 
bars

8 bars 22 
bars

14 
bars

6 bars 24 
bars

20 
bars

18 
bars

10 bars

B quaver = 84 18 
bars

28 
bars

20 
bars

28 
bars

20 
bars

16 
bars

26 
bars

20 
bars

C quaver = 72 28 
bars

36 
bars

40 
bars

19 
bars

28 
bars

48 
bars

D quaver = 60 52 
bars

52 
bars

50 
bars

60 
bars

E quaver = 48 96 
bars

98 
bars

 The effect, on one level, could be said to be somewhat like the visual magnification 
of placing an object under a microscope. At first  the repetitions appear indistinct, 
fleeting and constantly  changing, but, as time progresses, figurations become more 
prominent and obvious and the details themselves begin to take on their own identity. 
The opening page of the score is shown in figure 3.
 As will be evident from this extract, the page acts as an organisational frame and 
provides structural unity  to short chains of events. However, unlike in A Leaf Falls On 
Loneliness, the repeating two bar harmonic structure is used to set up  loops within 
loops, whereby each instrument or group of instruments might have their own set of 
repeats independent to that of the others, but which add up to the same total number of 
bars per page (sixteen in the case of figure 3). This provided longer sections of constant 
variation from limited means, and was furthered by two additional compositional 
instructions. The first of these is the introduction of quasi-improvisation, such as in the 
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Figure 3 Opening page of Repetitions in Extended Time (2008)

opening cello part which allows the player to navigate their way through a network of 
available trajectories (performed as artificial harmonics from an available fundamental). 
Also, the score allows for slight - but still perceptible - changes to be made by 
individual performers when repeating modules (variables may  include small alterations 
in timbre, dynamics, or the omission/addition of trills, tremlandi, etc. where 
appropriate). These two added aspects to the piece provide a textural surface that is 
constantly in flux. 
 This fleeting and ephemeral aspect of the opening section creates, for me, a 
fascinating perceptual aspect to the piece: the music always seems to be outside of my 
grasp, beyond what I find to be immediately perceptible. I considered taking this aspect 
one stage further, by asking what would happen if the listener were to be continually 
returning to the same point in the music but discovering new aspects within the texture 
each time? I began to write a piece in which depth would be intentionally reduced and 
detail emphasised to draw the listener towards the textural surface on a moment to 
moment basis. One way  to ensure this was to create a piece in which all instrumentalists 
played similar harmonic and rhythmic material within a confined dynamic and pitch 
range, rather like in the ensemble music of the late Aldo Clementi. The effect I had in 
mind was latterly  described by an ex-student of mine as being somewhat like skip-
reading through a book. If the book, hypothetically, contained identical extracts of the 
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same text on each page we might not necessarily  identify  the same information since it 
seems likely  that we would be encountering a different location point in the text from 
one page to the next.1 
 The resultant piece, Surface Forms (repeating) was written for the highly virtuosic 
musicians of ELISION following another commission from the Huddersfield 
Contemporary Music Festival for 2010. The work operates on cycles of approximately 
43” – far longer than the short cycles of just a few seconds utilised in the 
aforementioned works. Whilst the repetitions in these earlier pieces set up conditions 
through which, it could be argued, the psychological present  may  be perceived as a 
measurable entity, in Surface Forms the cycles are too long and the materials too dense 
for the music to be perceived in this way. Therefore, any  sense of meaning constructed 
by the listener, must - over this extended cycle length - be constructed cognitively. What 
I had not anticipated was just  how difficult it would be to actually discern the literal 
repetitions, i.e. the ‘joins’ between the end of the cycle and the start of a new one.
 Figure 4 illustrates the organisation of pages in Surface Forms (repeating). Every 
eighth page, there is a repetition of both the sequence of time signatures and the 
underlying harmonic structure (see figure 5) given by  the harp, vibraphone and a tape 
part of the same material in sine tones. This provides a template onto which various 
musical figures can be overlaid. 

Figure 4 Outline of page arrangement in Surface Forms (repeating)

1 2   3      4   5     6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 32 33 34 35
36 37 38 39 40 41 42
43 44 45 46 47 48 49
50 51 52 53 54 55 56
57 58 59 60 61 62 63
64 65 66 67 68 69 70
71 72 73 74 75 76 77
78 79 80 81 82 83 84
85 86 87 88 89 90 91
92 93 94 95 96 97 98
99 100 101 102 103 104 105

With each repeat of the seven-page cycle, materials may  be re-used or a new page 
introduced. I settled on three different options of pages to be used for each of the first 
seven pages of the score, resulting in a total of 21 different pages that repeat to make up 
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the total 105 pages of the score. Articulations (and occasionally  dynamics) are subtly 
altered with the re-introduction of a previously  used page. Very occasionally, materials 
from different pages are combined, but - for ease - the three basic options of pages to be 
used are indicated by the three different colours in figure 4. Colours in the table are to 
be read vertically, meaning that, for instance, pages 15, 43, 50, 71 and 78 indicated in 
yellow are the same as (or are a slight variation of) page 1. Similarly pages 16, 44 and 
65, indicated in yellow in the second vertical column, use the same material as page 2. 
 The fact that the cycles always exhibit  properties of self-similarity and that new 
materials are often based upon, or similar to, existing materials (and sometimes 
transposed from a previous page) adds to this ambiguity, providing a further 
disorientation of memory. The pitch trajectory itself is a loose three-part canon from 
which lines can be derived:

Figure 5 Three-part chromatic pitch canon used in Surface Forms (repeating)

C       B         Bb     A       Ab        G      F#         F         E          Eb        D       C#        
   D       C#       C      B          Bb      A       Ab       G        F#          F         E        Eb

      E         Eb      D     C#         C       B          Bb      A        Ab        G        F#        F

Combined: C-D-E-B-C#-Eb-Bb-C-D-A-B-C#-Ab-Bb-C-G-A-B etc.

 This pitch canon is then used as a guide as to the unfolding of pitch events through 
time from which a variety of melodic configurations could be derived. As figure 4 
makes clear, the self-similarity  inherent within the repeated intervallic sequences 
ensures a sense of linearity and perceptual continuity on a micro level, such that each 
pitch leads predictably  to its immediate successor, albeit  often ‘distorted’ through the 
employment of octave displacement. When combined collectively across the 
instrumental parts (and with the addition of the tape part), the effect is of a continually 
unfolding textural field without beginning or end, not dissimilar to the perception of a 
continually falling Shepard tone. The opening page of the score is shown in figure 6.
 These aspects of self-similarity within a repetitive context can also be seen in other 
recent works. Whilst  a detailed analysis of these other works is beyond the scope of this 
essay, two short examples are given here: M.C.E. for solo guitar utilises chromatically 
contingent pitch classes to create quickly oscillating arpeggios. Occasional notes ‘pop 
out’ of the texture registrally  and become momentary features, only to become 
subsumed and replaced with other incidental notes which appear from the overall 
textural surface. Again, the emphasis is on the prolongation of small amounts of 
material in constant variation, allowing for a more reflective kind of listening. The 
whole piece is constructed from these pitch cells which are presented in various 
configurations, either as continuous pulses (as in figure 7) or as rhythmic variations. 
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Figure 6 Opening page of Surface Forms (repeating) (2009)
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Figure 7 M.C.E (2009) for solo guitar

 A further example of self-similarity is Receiving the Approaching Memory (2011) 
for violin and piano, which, at 50 minutes, is my longest piece to date. As with 
Repetitions in Extended Time, the entirety  of the piece is encapsulated within a limited 
number of pages through the superimposition of repeated materials of variable length, 
thus generating long durational spans from limited means. The title attempts to 
encapsulate time in its three tenses: present (‘receiving’), future (‘approaching’) and 
past (‘memory’), to suggest an active engagement once again with our faculties of 
memory retention and protention. Through its extended duration, the piece pushes the 
boundary of concert programming and the expectations of the listener to a greater 
degree than the aforementioned works. The variations are slight  throughout the work, 
and the material is dense, highly repetitive and offers no repose for the listener. Indeed, 
as the piece still awaits a first performance, it may transpire that the work is far more 
suited to an installation environment rather than the concert hall.
 Placing the emphasis on the subtly changing and surface aspects of the work has 
parallels in the visual arts. Abstract painting in particular is an area that I have had a 
keen interest on since the early 1990s, and has drawn me to collaborate with artists such 
as painter and printmaker Mike Walker. The influence of certain artists from the 
minimal, op art, and abstract expressionist traditions has had a significant influence on 
my own work. One might even say that the conception of my compositions is visual 
even though, paradoxically, they require time as a premise for the work. In 2006 I 
attended an exhibition at the Baltic in Newcastle entitled ‘And Our Eyes Scan Time’ by 
the Northumbrian painter James Hugonin. I was already  familiar with Hugonin’s work, 
having been introduced to the artist through my  former composition teacher Gavin 
Bryars during a solo exhibition of the artist’s work at Kettle’s Yard some ten years 

CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3            67



previously. The reference to time in the title of the exhibition is significant. As Alan 
Haydon states in the forward to the exhibition catalogue, “James Hugonin allows time, 
structure and rhythm to determine the final composition of his unique and 
contemplative paintings” (2006, p.6). The paintings are all immaculately constructed on 
equally-sized square white boards, onto which is drawn a fine grid of rectangles with a 
silverpoint and ruler. Over a period of a year or longer, onto this grid, Hugonin builds 
up the composite elements that make up the picture plane, revealing an almost opaque 
configuration of interlocking rhythms and patterns. Images of Hugonin’s work can be 
viewed at http://www.inglebygallery.com/artists/james-hugonin/. As Michael Harrison, 
curator at Kettle’s Yard has stated:

The paintings carry with them that  pace, that slowness, that sense of time. They 
invite us to slow down, to tune in, and look as we would settle to a piece of 
music, allowing time to take effect - to acknowledge that, for all their quietness 
and stillness, our relationship to them is one of continual change. Our eye might 
alight and settle on one area but not  for too long, and then moves on - and, if we 
return to that spot, we won’t see the same thing.” (2002, p. 7)

Time is not a phenomenon that we might ordinarily associate with painting, but the 
parallels here to music, and the durational aspects in particular, are astonishing. The 
ways in which the paintings take the eye across the picture plane establishes colour 
sequences that appear to be constantly  in a state of transition. To fully engage in this 
experience of scanning and recognition requires prolonged contemplation of the picture 
plane. The time required to understand and appreciate the work is the result of the 
attention to detail applied in the creation of the work over such a prolonged period. One 
must work with the picture plane (or allow the picture plane to work on us) in order to 
build up  a full appreciation of the interplay of patterns created in such an intuitive yet 
painstaking manner. We must unravel the complex relationships between patterns and 
repetitions, discovering ellipses and iterations, rhythms and counter-rhythms. 
 The ways in which the eye is drawn across the picture plane in these works by 
Hugonin seems, in some ways, reminiscent to the luminescent works of Bridget  Riley 
from the 1990s in which the diametric opposition of colour and rhythm creates an 
almost kinetic sense of movement. Similarly, in select works of Françoise Morollet 
from the 1970s, the random distribution of 40,000 squares in select colours causes the 
eye to move across the picture plane through time, chunking information and creating 
the impression of preordained patterns. In both of these artists’ outputs, the success of 
the work is largely  dependent upon the viewer themselves: the more time we spend with 
the work, the more attentive we become to the process of their construction. Relevant 
examples of Riley’s work from the late 1980s and early 1990s such as Fete (1989) and 
Nataraja (1993) can be viewed at http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/bridget-riley-1845, 
and Françoise Morollet’s Random Distribution of 40,00 Squares using the Odd and 
Even Numbers of a Telephone Directory 1960 can be viewed at http://
blog.chriswillcox.com/2010/09/crossposted-on-myartspace-blog.html.
 Over the past two years I have had the pleasure of meeting and collaborating with 
visual artist Tim Head. I first encountered his work during the 2009 Huddersfield 
Contemporary Music Festival where the artist had a major exhibition featured in the 
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Huddersfield Art Gallery. I was particularly drawn to two recent works which involved 
the projection of thousands of quickly-moving pixels onto the entire gallery  wall. The 
pixels enter the screen from all directions and move quickly  up, down and across the 
frame in continually shifting configurations. As Head has described it:

“Computer programs for the digital projections are written to generate unique 
events in real time. The unsettled surfaces of the projections are composed of 
random colours, each occupying a single pixel and filling every pixel on the 
screen, and programmed to change or move in particular ways across the screen 
as fast as possible.” (2011)

Although I was unaware at the time that the generation of pixels was occurring in real 
time by the computer, there was nonetheless a sense of a continual presence in these 
works – of constant change and renewal. The works elegantly drew on aspects of 
motion and stasis, evoking many  of the conditions of the textural surface described 
elsewhere in this essay. More importantly for me, these were works which engaged with 
aspects of time and required the active participation of the viewer. Static examples of 
Tim Head’s digital work can be viewed at http://www.ucl.ac.uk/slade/timhead/art/
art2000/78tea.htm.
 The commission for the collaborative project between Tim Head and myself has 
been provided by the London Sinfonietta with a series of performances, still under 
negotiation, planned for 2013. The collaboration is very much a work in progress but to 
date I have created various instrumental sketches, together with a Max/MSP patch 
designed in collaboration with my colleague Scott  McLaughlin which allows for the 
playing of streams of notes from selected pitch cycles in real-time. The programme 
simulates the techniques I have employed in previous acoustic compositions and will be 
used in conjunction with the live parts in the final performance. With up to four pitch 
cycles sounding simultaneously (via sampled sound files), these will provide an 
additional layer to the ensemble composition. It  is anticipated that the choice of pitches 
and tempi of the cycles in the Max patch, as well as the number of notes sounding and 
the rhythmic ratios of one cycle to another, will be manipulated in real-time by the 
programme operator. The use of contingent pitch classes will ensure a pervading sense 
of linearity within the work, in keeping with previous pieces. However, the 
randomisation of events will introduce an element of unpredictability, comparable to the 
real-time generation of pixilated images by Tim Head. 
 Playback of the computer generated sounds will be through four external speakers 
placed around the hall. These will work in conjunction with live instrumental parts: 
iterative pulses utilizing a variety  of timbres, high sustained tones, trills, inflections and 
other levels of surface detail. This material will be presented as highly repetitive 
mobiles that overlap against the pitch cycles generated in real time by the computer. The 
form and structure will offer varying levels of densities, changes in texture and subtle 
transitions of harmonies from highly chromatic material to pan-diatonic clusters. These 
will be created through careful observation of rates of movement within the visual work 
as it emerges and, in turn, will inform the movement of the pixilated images in 
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constantly changing ways. A chamber ensemble of up  to 8 players will be used, 
comprised of members of the London Sinfonietta. 
 It is anticipated that the work will be presented as an installation project and 
housed in an art gallery or similar venue that allows the spectator to pass freely through 
the exhibition space, thus being allowed to view the work on his or her own terms. The 
success or failure of the finished work will lie in its ability  to allow the viewer to 
observe the work from multiple perspectives; these may be sometimes more visually-
dominated, or sometimes more aurally-dominated, but  they  will always involve - to 
some degree - a multiple sensory perception. If the music or the visual component 
makes too many demands on the audience then either the visual or auditory sense will 
become subservient to the other, or a corollary between the two will simply not be 
observed. One of the most challenging aspects of this will be in working with the 
durational aspect of the work, and finding ways of maintaining a high degree of interest 
for the audience over a significant period of time.
 It could be said that my musical output  over the last ten years has evolved slowly, 
as each piece generates scope and possibility for future research. The evolution of 
contingent pitch cycles has provided a certain harmonic consistency and fluidity to 
these works, and has allowed many possibilities for exploring the notion of a non-
directed linearity.  The challenge of recent years has been to discover new contexts for 
the work and of pushing the boundaries of what I know. It seems that collaboration 
might provide scope for further discovery, and also for taking the work outside of the 
conventions of the concert hall. Whilst it is hoped that the musical language itself will 
continue to evolve into new and fruitful areas, it  would appear unavoidable that notions 
of time will remain at the heart of this research, in terms of creating musical works that 
provide a reflective space in which we can listen.

NOTES

[1] Conversation with composer Pat Allison, Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival, 26/1109.

REFERENCES

Deleuze, G. (2004) Difference and Repetition. London: Continuum.
Feldman, M. (1985) Coptic Light. London: Universal Edition.
Feldman, M. (1987) For Samuel Beckett. London: Universal Edition.
Harrison, B. (2002) Low time patterns [#1-5]. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2003) I-V. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2003) Rise. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2004) Six symmetries. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2006) Shifting light. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2007a) Ph.D. thesis, Cyclical Structures and the Organisation of Time: A commentary on 
 my recent compositional work (2007).
Harrison, B. (2007b) A leaf falls on loneliness. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2008) Five miniatures in three parts. Self published.

70             CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3



Harrison, B. (2008) Repetitions in extended time. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2009) Surface forms (repeating). Self published.
Harrison, B. (2009) M.C.E.. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2010) Receiving the approaching memory. Self published.
Harrison, B. (2011) Five Distances. Self-published. 
Harrison, M. (2002) James Hugonin. Exhibition catalogue. Ingleby Gallery.
Haydon, A. (2006) And Our Eyes Scan Time. James Hugonin exhibition catalogue. De La Warr Pavillion
Head, T. (2011) The Digital Dimension. Available at: 
 http://www.ucl.ac.uk/slade/timhead/texts/th_digitaldimension.htm [Accessed 18/10/12].
Hugonin, J. (2006) And our eyes scan Time. Exhibition catalogue. De La Warr 
 Pavillion, 2006.
Hugonin, J. (2002) Paintings. Exhibition catalogue. Ingleby Gallery.
Kramer, J. D. (1988) The Time of Music. New York: Schirmer Books.
Bridget Riley (1979) Directed by David Thompson. London: Arts Council of Great Britain [DVD].

CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3            71

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/slade/timhead/texts/th_digitaldimension.htm
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/slade/timhead/texts/th_digitaldimension.htm


72             CeReNeM Journal, Issue 3



TIME, ETERNITY AND THE PROBLEM OF MINIMAL MUSIC’S 
ALLEGED NON-LINEARITY IN LOUIS ANDRIESSEN’S 

DE TIJD

MAARTEN BEIRENS

This article explores contrasts between time and eternity in Louis Andriessen’s De Tijd 
from 1981. The music, although inspired by the experience of “complete tranquility”, 
appears to establish a dialectical opposition between musical elements signifying 
timelessness and measured time. Robert Adlington argues that this piece succeeds in 
establishing experiences of musical change that do not necessarily comply with Western 
cultural models of (linear) time, but rather with an “extended present”, or,  as Jonathan 
Kramer famously called it, “vertical time”. Whilst this is entirely in keeping with the 
minimalist characteristics of De Tijd, a close analysis of the music reveals a more 
ambiguous situation, wherein the focus is on the opposition between stasis/eternity and 
progress/time. Remarkably, both aspects of this opposition become symbolized through 
paradigmatic minimalist tropes, which are commonly presumed to be associated with 
the realm of ‘vertical time’. If minimalist techniques can represent both ‘vertical’ and 
undeniably linear aspects, then this would call for a reconsideration of the nature of 
minimalism’s idiosyncratic relation to time.

Keywords: minimal music, vertical time, eternity, proportions, hocket, 
Louis Andriessen, St. Augustine, Jonathan Kramer

Taking a text  from St. Augustine dealing with the distinctions between time 
(characterised as continuous motion) and eternity (characterised as immobility), the 
Dutch composer Louis Andriessen composed De Tijd (‘Time’), a monumental work for 
female chorus and large ensemble. Music, being a time-based art, unfolds in time and 
the listening experience can only take place over the same time-span it takes to make 
the music sound. This implies an essential connection between time and music, which is 
presupposed for any piece of music. Andriessen’s piece does not  deal with time only 
because it is a setting of a text on this subject, but more fundamentally because it 
attempts to provide a sounding musical means of considering time and its nature. If 
music is indeed so dependent on its temporal features, then a piece of music can be 
construed to explore or reveal the phenomenon of time itself. In that respect, De Tijd has 
a lot in common with De Snelheid (1982-83), where the nature of speed is similarly 
made tangible in the musical material itself. Both pieces might even be considered as 
each other’s antithesis, represented by  the static representation of time as eternity  in De 
Tijd versus the dynamic accumulation of speed - time as acceleration - in De Snelheid.
 The following discussion of De Tijd will deal with the particular combination of 
musical aspects denoting both ‘time’ as well as ‘eternity’, and thus constituting a 
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fascinating musical dialectic between both modes of temporality. More importantly, 
Andriessen’s work will be discussed against the background of minimal music (De Tijd, 
after all, features one of the most stringent uses of minimalist composition techniques in 
Andriessen’s output), for minimalism has often been taken to aspire for the prevalence 
of stasis over dynamic elements, of non-linearity  over linearity, of the absence of 
teleological direction, indeed, of the establishing of what Jonathan Kramer famously 
called: ‘vertical time’ as opposed to linear time (1988, pp.54-57, 62-65, 375-393). Of 
these ‘vertical compositions’ as Kramer calls them, minimal music is the most explicit 
(though not the only) example.
 Theoretically, eternity  is the opposite of time. One of the fundamental concerns of 
St. Augustine’s text  (as used in Andriessen’s composition) is to explain the nature of 
eternity  “which is for ever still” as contrasting with time which “is never all present at 
once” (as it is, in Augustine’s words, a sequence of movements “constantly following 
each other into the past”). The present is understood in correlation to its past and its 
future, while the course of time involves the incessant movement between those: the 
present moving into the past and the future hovering beyond the present. “But in 
eternity, nothing moves into the past: all is present,” as Augustine argues. The 
fundamental difference between time and eternity  is the question of movement: the 
present as something fleeting, continually moving into the past, whereas the eternal 
present involves stillness. In other words: time can be considered as a dynamic process, 
whilst eternity would be completely static.
 These concepts of time and eternity find a very  interesting parallel in musical 
principles of teleology and ateleology, of musical movement versus stasis or of 
‘horizontal’ versus ‘vertical’ temporalities. Virtually  all Western music is characterised 
by a teleological or goal-directed motion. This teleology works on several levels: a 
dissonance is first  prepared and then resolved, a build-up of tension culminates in a 
perfect cadence, a development section leads to the recapitulation, etc. These musical 
processes are essentially  linear: they  lead from somewhere to somewhere else. This 
linear mode of musical thought is reflected in the listener’s active involvement of 
memory: the recollection of what went before and the anticipation (often actually the 
predictability) of what is to come are intrinsically involved in how any ‘present’ musical 
element is understood. 
 Jonathan Kramer identifies linearity and nonlinearity as two ‘structural forces’ 
whose interaction governs most Western music. He defines linearity  as “the 
determination of some characteristics of music in accordance with implications that 
arise from earlier events in the piece” (1988, p.20). Nonlinearity, for him, is not the 
absence or negation of linearity, but rather what he calls a ‘nonprocessive’ principle set 
against the ‘processive’ function of linearity: “the determination of some characteristics 
of music in accordance with implications that arise from from principles or tendencies 
governing an entire piece or section” (1988, p.20). Given the fact that music is an 
essentially  temporal art  form and only exists in and through time as mentioned above, 
this linear concept of music should not be so surprising. Nevertheless, in the second half 
of the twentieth century, a tendency can be discerned which strove to avoid that musical 
linearity. Several composers and compositional styles from that period have in one way 
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or another introduced approaches where stasis prevails, or - employing Kramer’s 
terminology  - where the nonprocessive aspects have a comparatively  larger impact  than 
the processive ones (e.g. all music determined a single serial prime form, rather than 
one musical element being determined by a preceding musical element). Thus, the 
dynamic, linear drive with its inherent teleological motion becomes less evident or, in 
some cases, is pushed to the point of breaking.
 Quite possibly, no musical style has been so emphatically  associated with 
eliminating linearity  and hence teleology as minimal music. The claim that  minimal 
music would be essentially ateleological was introduced in some of the earliest 
scholarly writings on minimalism. Wim Mertens describes how the basic minimalist 
techniques of sustaining sounds for a remarkably long period of time, or excessive 
repetition (or near-repetition) can be easily  explained as thwarting any teleological 
directionality. The listening experience is altered accordingly:

The listener will therefore need a different approach to listening, without the 
traditional concepts of recollection and anticipation. Music must be listened to 
as a pure sound-event, an act without  any dramatic structure (Mertens, 1988, p. 
20).

When, in extensively repetitive structures, the ‘present’ music is so much similar to 
what preceded it and to what will follow it - the past and future - then, indeed, the 
schemata of linear unfolding and the listener’s sense of teleological direction would no 
longer comply  with traditional concepts of linearity, sequence, tension and, possibly, 
climax. This altered perception of music which no longer follows a certain (dynamic) 
course, but rather remains within a continuum (stasis) also has a profound impact on the 
experience of time. The lack of differentiation between musical events that came before 
and those that are about to follow may lead to a sense of time being suspended, and of 
prevalence of the present (Augustine having already described eternity as a situation in 
which “all is present”). The most famous and often-quoted concept that addresses this 
unusual relationship with time is Jonathan Kramer’s term ‘vertical time’, which on first 
reading closely corresponds with the remarks made by Andriessen.
 Louis Andriessen has mentioned that a personal experience lay  at the basis of 
conceiving this piece.

It  was not an explosive, passionate feeling. It was an experience that we 
probably all have lived through or will live through once or twice in life: an 
experience of the stopping of time, of complete tranquillity. This, of course, has 
to do with love. When I experienced this feeling it  was so strong that  I decided 
to write a piece about it. (Andriessen, 2002a, p.138)

The experience of time stopping - which is nothing less than an instance of ecstasy1 - 
strongly resonates with Kramer’s description of vertical time as “a single present 
stretched out into an enormous duration, a potentially infinite “now” that nonetheless 
feels like an instant.”(1988, p.55) Among Kramer’s many models of temporality, this is 
the one that invokes eternity, or, as Kramer points out with a sense of paradox, 
timelessness rather than stopped time: “timelessness does not, despite its etymology, 
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imply that  time has ceased to exist, but rather that ordinary time has become frozen in 
an eternal now.”(1988, p.377) The extreme lack of linear direction, phrase structure and 
large-scale closure means that such music, in spite of the presence of gradual evolution 
(perhaps even towards goals) “allows the listener to make contact with his or her own 
subjective temporality, it is music of subjectivity and individuality.”(1988, p.57) 

Andriessen’s De Tijd

But  at  the centre of De Tijd stands Augustine’s fundamental question, ‘What, 
then, is time’. And so, transferred onto the musical plane, the work manipulates 
our perception of musical time by means of its structural organisation and 
technical detail, and engages us by the poetry that  these generate. (Wright, 1993 
p.10)

The tendency to make compositions as a means of reflection upon a well-defined extra-
musical subject is one of the most prominent features of Louis Andriessen’s oeuvre, and 
in that respect, De Tijd is no exception. However, in comparison to pieces dealing with 
political issues (De Volharding (1972), Il Duce (1973), De Staat (1972-6), Mausoleum 
(1979 rev. 1981)) and the relationship between spirit and matter (De Materie (1984-8)), 
De Tijd stands apart because of the strong identification between (extra-musical) subject 
and (musical) realisation. That De Tijd is, in the first place, a conceptual piece appears 
from the approach of Andriessen to his material.
 At the centre of the work stands the choral part, set for a chorus of female voices 
singing a setting of the text by  St. Augustine. However, the long drawn-out setting of 
each syllable makes it hard to follow the meaning of the Latin text, forcing the listeners 
to concentrate instead on the sound of the held notes.
 The slow tempo combined with the long durations grant this piece an ascetic 
quality and a sense of extreme stasis. With a tempo marked crotchet = 48 and almost 
entirely  in a time signature of 8/4 in which each chord (covering one syllable of the 
text) lasts for an entire bar, an unprecedented level of stasis in Andriessen’s music is 
reached. It takes 10 seconds to complete such a bar, which means that  it takes an entire 
minute before we get to the end of the first page of the full score. 
 The large ensemble uses instruments from all sections of the orchestra, recombined 
into a non-standard configuration, as is characteristic of Andriessen’s work. De Tijd’s 
ensemble consists of six concert flutes, two alto flutes, three bass clarinets, one double 
bass clarinet, six trumpets, two harps, Hammond organ, two bass guitars and a small 
string section where the cellos are omitted (six violins, two violas and four double 
basses). In addition to this, three percussive quartets, arranged left, right  and centre 
stage are given a structurally important function. The stage centre quartet of xylophone, 
log drums, gongs and tam-tam is in between the two antiphonal quartets of vibraphone, 
crotales, tubular bells and piano (stage left), with the same line-up stage right but for a 
cimbalom replacing the tubular bells.
 After the almost-tutti first chord, the female voices sing (in what in fact is a hocket, 
albeit lacking the antiphonal drive of the high-energy hockets in Andriessen’s Hoketus 
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(1975-6) or De Staat) the text that is stretched out over the long held notes, much in the 
manner of a renaissance cantus firmus. However, as opposed to a true cantus firmus, the 
long notes do not establish the basis for new (and faster) musical activity imposed on 
top of it: Instead, these held tones are accompanied by the Hammond organ, the strings 
and the harps providing a harmonisation of this vocal part. Supported by  the binary 
rhythm, the resulting music most resembles a chorale, albeit  an extremely slow one. The 
female voices mostly  sing monody  that occasionally gives way to two-part  writing, 
wherein the voices sing at an interval of a major or minor second. The vocal part is 
embedded in a chordal accompaniment that consists mainly of (up  to eight-part) 
dissonant chords within a harmonic progression that still possesses recognisable traces 
of functional harmony and modulations, such that the work displays a remarkable 
combination of diatonic and chromatic elements. The fact that the vocal part for the first 
72 bars2 circles around the central a’ further enhances a sense of stasis.
 In bar 10 the stage right antiphonal percussion group introduces the first of a long 
series of ringing bell-like chords, the clarity  of which contrasts with the subdued sound 
of the chorus, harps, organ and strings. The impulses of the radiant percussion continue 
to form an independent layer against  the sustained chords at irregular time-intervals. 
Only gradually  will a listener become aware of the fact that  the irregular distances 
between the impulses from the percussion ensemble are not irregular at all, but 
correspond to mathematical proportions, always making up an iambic rhythm (short-
long) with systematically shortening note values, which results in an acceleration 
against the fixed sustainment of the other parts. This shortening of the notes in this 
‘iambic’ layer follows the pattern in figure 1, with the lengths of notes given as the 
number of crotchets they occupy.

Figure 1 ‘Iambic’ proportions in De Tijd bars 15-86.
Nine consecutive stages of shortening values. Each 
‘iambic’  proportion stated three times (with slight 
variations in duration). The numbers indicate the 
duration of each iambic figure (short-long) calculated 
in the number of crotchet beats.

Nine consecutive stages of shortening values. Each 
‘iambic’  proportion stated three times (with slight 
variations in duration). The numbers indicate the 
duration of each iambic figure (short-long) calculated 
in the number of crotchet beats.

Nine consecutive stages of shortening values. Each 
‘iambic’  proportion stated three times (with slight 
variations in duration). The numbers indicate the 
duration of each iambic figure (short-long) calculated 
in the number of crotchet beats.

I 12-24 12-24 12-24
II 11-24 11-24 11-22
III 10-20 10-20 12-20
IV 10-18 9-18 9-18
V 7-14 7-14 7-14
VI 6-12 6-12 6-12
VII 5-10 5-10 5-10
VIII 5-6 3-6 3-6
IX 2-5 2-5 2-5

In this first segment of the piece (bars 15-86), the composer starts his iambic system 
with the ratio of 12-24, in order to arrive by a process of gradual shortening at the ratio 
of 2-4 (always expressed in crotchets). There are a few exceptions to the strict logical 
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evolution of this process, as can be seen in figure 1. The reason is not very clear, but it 
helps to make the process smoother: the progression from 12-24 to 11-22, for instance, 
is realised in two steps. In spite of the slight irregularities, it is clear that each iambic 
ratio is stated three times. The progression continues into the next section, where the 
stage left antiphonal percussion ensemble enters and a hocket ensues between the two 
near-identical groups. This leads to the statement of the iamb in its most primary form, 
the ratio 1:2, which appears from bar 87 onwards (see figure 2). This ‘Urgestalt’ of the 
rhythmic pattern is the result of the interplay of the two antiphonal hocketing 
ensembles.

Figure 2 Louis Andriessen, De Tijd bars 85-90 (strings, chorus and percussion only)
© Copyright 1994 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
 

The fact that the arrival at the shortest realisation of the iambic pattern coincides with 
the beginning of the first hocket-section adds to the dramatic impact  of this moment. 
This is the first moment (about 15 minutes into the piece) that the instrumentation 
changes, and the chorus with its instrumental accompaniment momentarily drops out. 
The stern compositional logic of the time-proportions, the extremely slow pace and the 
static quality of the music heighten the impact of every sudden change in the texture. 
Andriessen takes advantage of this by employing an instrumentation that  gradually 
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becomes more dense, with the most dramatic effect at the beginning of the third choral 
section in bar 161, where the trumpets herald the moment of highest musical intensity of 
the composition.
 At this point, Andriessen introduces a third compositional technique, in the form of 
three superimposed rhythmic cycles (bars 97-123) played by the centre stage group of 
percussionists. This consists of a log drum playing a beat every six quavers, a gong 
striking every seven quavers and a xylophone playing one beat  at irregular time 
intervals, but at an average of every  twelve beats. The mechanical character of this 
composite 6-7-12-quaver cycle is reinforced by the dry  percussive sound of the 
instruments, which enhances the association with clockwork mechanisms. The 
appearance of the ‘clockwork’-type cyclic material completes the representation of time 
in this piece. The situation in the first large section of the piece with subjective, 
measured time in the accelerating iambs versus eternal time in the binary sustained 
chords now becomes complemented by the inclusion of artificial (clockwork) time in 
the rhythmic cycles. The first two types of musical material may be taken to symbolise 
particular types of temporality through the associations between their musical 
characteristics: slow, regular, chorale-like for the stillness of eternity, and the 
accelerating, irregular iambic material for the dynamic time ‘always in motion’. The 
association between the ‘ticking’ sound of the interlocking cycles and the clock time/
clockwork they represent is of a more literal order.
 The text is divided into nine segments (referred to in figure 3 as ‘phrases’ and 
numbered P1 to P9). These are distributed over the composition with interludes and 
overlaps from the other instrumental ensembles playing hockets and superimposed 
rhythmic cycles, so that the entire work can be divided into several distinct sections 
according to the scheme shown in figure 3.
 
Figure 3 Structural outline of De Tijd

Bar
1-35 P1 Quis tenebit … aeternitatis CHORUS ICHORUS I
36-52 P2 Et comparet … stantibus

CHORUS ICHORUS I

53-73 P3 Et videat … motibus

CHORUS ICHORUS I

74-87 P4 Qui simul … non fieri

CHORUS ICHORUS I

87-97 HOCKET IHOCKET I
97-123 P5 Non autem … praesens CYCLES I CHORUS II
123-161 P6 Et videat … ab eo

CHORUS II

151-161 HOCKET II

CHORUS II

161-184 P7 Quod semper … videat (CYCLES II) CHORUS III
184-204 P8 Quomodo … aeternitas

(CYCLES II) CHORUS III

205-244 HOCKET III
219-244 P9 Numquid … tam grandem rem CHORUS IV

245-248 CODA
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 Whilst the first hocket section (bars 87-97) clearly serves to separate the two choral 
sections, the subsequent  appearances of a hocket between the two antiphonal 
‘percussion’ quartets are integrated in respectively  the preceding (bars 151-161) or 
following (bars 205-244) choral section. The third hocket section does appear to start as 
an autonomous section, but soon becomes overlapping when at bar 219 the chorus 
enters again. Notice how from Chorus II onwards the organisation corresponds to a 
mirror-symmetrical outline: (Chorus + Hocket) - (Chorus) - (Hocket + Chorus).
 After the introduction of the three basic elements of long held cords, (accelerating), 
iambic patterns and the clockwork-like multiple cycles, the rest of the composition is an 
intensification of these elements and processes as they become increasingly  superposed, 
and the thickening of the texture adds to the sense of acceleration.
 The idea of rhythmic cycles remains an almost constant presence from then on, 
although it does not always appear in this reasonably fast clockwork-like presentation. 
Instead, there are rhythmic cycles (bars 126-161) in both the bass guitars and the bass 
clarinets at regular intervals of 13 quavers; another cycle in the violins and violas, also 
with one (pizzicato) beat at every  interval of 13 quavers, begins in a different metric 
position than that of bass guitars. Both 13-beat cycles are placed against the regular 
cycle of chorus (and flutes) that has a length of 14 quavers. Towards the end of this 
section, a second hocket-section is superposed, which leads to the entry  of the third 
choral section (bars 161-204).
 At bar 161, the moment of the composition’s golden section,3 the texture is 
thickened to the maximum when the last instrumental group (the trumpets) has joined 
the ensemble. Even more striking than the expanding orchestration is the tessitura of the 
voices. Having started at a’ in bar 1, they suddenly enter here in a considerably higher 
register reaching their highest pitch (g#’’) in bar 193. The harmonic material, which has 
so far been constant, is replaced by new chords and the roles are reversed: In the second 
phrase of this choral section (bars 185-204) the regular, binary  nature of the material of 
the chorus develops into its opposite, the ‘iambic’ short-long pattern, within a complex 
combination of cycles, summed up in figure 4.

Figure 4 Superposition of cycles in De Tijd, bars 185-204 (all values are in quavers).

Bass guitars/harp 2 regular 18
Harp 1/xylophone regular 15
Chorus/bass clarinets/violins/violas/flutes/organ/
percussion quartets I and II

iambic 8-10

Trumpets iambic 5-10
Double basses iambic 6-12

 The reversal of regular and iambic rhythmic identities is one of the most crucial 
elements in the interpretation of the notions of time, timelessness and linearity, as will 
be discussed below. In the final section the corresponding shift of symbolic functions 
happens, as the stage left  percussion quartet starts playing in regular chords (rather than 
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the iambic rhythm), and are soon joined by the chorus which returns to the material 
from the beginning. The result of the chorus briefly adopting an iambic pattern (or more 
precisely, a vague approximation of an iambic pattern, as the 4:5 ratio is a far removed 
from the ternary  basic 1:2 pattern) and the percussion quartet suddenly playing in 
regular binary rhythms has a large impact in a composition that relies to such an extent 
on strict processes, and on the meticulous distribution of musical elements among the 
chorus and instrumental subsections.
 The final section opens with a hocket in which the two antiphonal percussion 
quartets are joined by the main ensemble (without the choir). The stage left  percussion 
quartet states the chords over 8-beat bars like those featured at the beginning of the 
piece, taking over the role that was initially  reserved for the chorus. This proves an 
interesting exchange of functions, as the joining of the chorus to the iambic scheme in 
the previous section is now reciprocated by the originally ‘iambic’ percussion quartet 
taking over the regular binary function. The stage right percussion quartet4 answers this 
part with impulses every 7 beats, bringing about a hocketing process to which a third 
part is added by the rest of the ensemble (strings, flutes, organ, bass guitars, bass 
clarinets, occasionally joined by the gong). This third hocketing part is not  conceived as 
a static cycle with notes of equal length, but corresponds to the iambic type of material, 
which includes a fast  process of diminution, and arrives at  a 4:8 ratio in bar 218. 
Additionally, the stage right percussion group shows some irregularities concerning the 
note-lengths, so that any predictability  is avoided and the hocketing character is 
foregrounded.
 The entrance of the chorus in bar 219 does not bring further rhythmic complexities, 
since the female voices join the regular 8-beat chords of the stage left percussion 
quartet. Whilst the hocketing process continues, the chorus returns to the material of the 
opening section. The obvious difference lies in the fact that the opposition between the 
soft, fragile sound of the chorus (doubled and accompanied by sections of the orchestra 
- mostly  strings, flutes and Hammond organ) versus the clashes of the bells is now 
synthesised. The chorus and the stage left  percussion quartet play together, so that the 
radiant sound of the bells (with its hocketing echo from the stage right percussion 
quartet) pervades the closing minutes of the piece. There is, however, one remaining 
surprise at the end of the piece. As the last syllable and bell-stroke fade out, the log 
drum plays three bars of fast semiquaver-quintuplets, suggesting a pulse that for about 
42 minutes had been remarkably absent from the sounding music. It  is the most 
clockwork-like musical gesture that rounds off the piece. The fast speed of time quite 
literally ‘ticking away’ in those final bars offers an intriguing contrast with the stillness 
of the slow chorale-type material, as well as with the monolithic chords that mark the 
iambic patterns.

Shaping Time

Holy time in eternity
Holy eternity in time

 (Allen Ginsberg, Footnote to Howl)
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De Tijd establishes a set of binary oppositions, from which it  derives its musical tension 
and its ability  to address the paradoxical nature of time itself. Regular (binary) and 
iambic rhythmic elements are contrasted, static regularity is combined with an 
accelerating motion through the shortening of note values, the opposition of different 
types of material gives way to an integration of musical characteristics, and the vertical 
orientation - representing eternity - becomes drawn into time’s linearity. All these 
oppositions gradually  strive towards some level of integration, so that the fundamental 
opposition between time and eternity turns out to be a far less mutually  exclusive matter 
than might have been expected. The simultaneous presence of time and eternity, the 
mystical essence of which is hinted at in the verses by  the poet Allen Ginsberg (more 
than 1500 years after St. Augustine) quoted above, is what lies at the core of De Tijd.
 The tendency to lay  down a strong opposition between two mutually exclusive 
concepts from which nonetheless a synthesis is suggested, is typical for Andriessen’s 
approach. Particularly in terms of his political ideas, Andriessen has often referred to the 
dialectic tradition of Hegel (Andriessen, 2002b, pp.140-141). But this brings us back to 
the fundamental question: how is an integration of time and timelessness possible, and 
how can such a thing be achieved by the alleged minimalist characteristic use of 
‘vertical time’?
 From the analytical description above, it is clear that the two basic types of musical 
material and the way  they are developed in De Tijd are crucial to the interpretation of 
the abstract subject matter that underlies the musical elements. The juxtaposition 
between the regular binary  sustainment and the irregular iambic figure is asserted by the 
composer to be “the most important aspect of the whole composition” (Trochimczyk, 
2002b, p.140), and we can consider these as identifying the paradoxical coexistence of 
static eternity  with dynamic (‘always moving’) time. Both concepts are also dependent 
on one another, because the (relative) immobility of the fixed ‘cantus firmus’ layer of 
sustained chords is experienced as such because of the contrast with the diminishing 
time-proportions of the other. The second layer thus deals with measuring time. The 
mathematical 1:2 proportion defines shorter and longer values and symbolically creates 
the units with which to measure time.
 There is a strong tendency  in music analysis to conceptualise larger-scale temporal 
organisation in music in terms of proportions. Indeed, the considerable weight given to 
proportions - particularly  the iambic ratios - in De Tijd makes it worthwhile to make 
some critical observations about this phenomenon. However, although a substantial 
number of compositions throughout music history display a refined use of temporal 
proportions - mostly in the ratio between the respective durations of segments or 
sections - there might be cause to doubt the relevance of these proportions. Jonathan 
Kramer (although himself relying on comparison of respective durations of musical 
sections as an analytical method) criticised any exclusive emphasis on proportions on 
the basis of the problematic identification of such proportions in the listening 
experience. The ‘beauty’ of mathematical ratios to the music analyst - so easily 
identifiable in the score - is far less easy to identify  by a listener. Not only are music 
analysts sometimes too eager to search for certain ratios in a given piece of music (the 
golden section and the Fibonacci series certainly rank highest in this respect), the 
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perceptibility of such ratios is a problem of a far more fundamental nature. As Kramer 
states: “How can we reconcile analysis based on measurement of absolute time with 
experienced musical time that is influenced by the continually changing contexts of 
most compositions?”(1988, pp.324-325)
 The question whether listeners are capable of perceiving, understanding and 
remembering proportions is an important one to be asked, because, unlike in the visual 
domain, the listener has no immediate perception of proportions. Memory plays an 
important role in this process, as it is involved in comparing a given duration with 
another. The highly complicated processes of music perception may indeed make it 
difficult to accurately  perceive lager-scale durational proportions as such, but Kramer is 
quick to admit that those proportions may still have a relevance to the listening 
experience. “Although the proportional systems…may not be heard directly, they may 
well be perceived subconsciously, just as atonal sets, twelve-tone rows, and tonal 
Urlinien are. The music is the way it is in part because of its proportions.”(1988, p.329)
 Although Andriessen does use the golden section as a means of organising the 
shape of the composition as a whole (a feature that is very common in Andriessen’s 
music), his manipulation of durational proportions in the application of the iambic ratios 
is carried out in such a way  that  takes the listener’s perception of it clearly into account. 
By giving the iambic material to the two antiphonal percussion quartets, it immediately 
stands out from the ‘chorale-like’ musical texture. Whilst the exact ratios of the 
durations of the intervals between two successive struck chords may be somewhat 
unclear to the listener, the process-driven shortening of those time-intervals and its 
related perception of an increasing rate of musical activity  would be very hard to miss. 
The symbolical meaning attached to the 1:2 iambic ratio (as will be explained below) is 
an important element underlying the concept of the piece. Appropriately, the composer 
made sure to highlight this feature in the musical foreground.
 The “narrative of time and timelessness”, as Adlington describes this piece (2002, 
p.16) involves a remarkably linear direction when considered in its totality. 
Accumulation, acceleration, textural expansion, intensification and ultimately the 
integration of material are all organised in clear, directional processes and combined in 
a broad crescendo movement over the course of the piece. On the local level, in the 
listening experience, this directionality is far less evident, which is symptomatic for the 
high degree of ambiguity in the piece. The superposition of distinct layers with different 
material and the simultaneous unfolding of different musical processes already accounts 
for a significant amount of such ambiguity, as it tends to make it  harder for the listener 
to identify the material and processes that are at work. More importantly, however, the 
ambiguity  is also present within the basic musical material itself, notably  in the extreme 
duration combined with the music’s slow pace and in the design of the harmonic 
material. 
 The sustained chords encompass such an extensive time-span that it  is most 
unlikely for a listener to be able to measure it: each chord lasts long enough to assume 
at least some sense of eternity. The same can be said of the initial large ratios of the 
iambic patterns (12:24, 11:22, etc.). From cognitive musicological research, we learn 
that the human mind is only  capable of identifying successive musical elements as a 
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rhythmic pattern if they occur within a time span of around three seconds (Fraisse, 
1982, pp.149-180). Two impulses that occur at less than 50 milliseconds apart cannot be 
perceived as separate identities and elements that are more than three seconds apart tend 
to be perceived as isolated, unrelated entities.5 Because of this phenomenon, it  takes a 
long time before the music reaches a point where the listener can identify the ‘iambic’ 
impulses as a rhythmic figure. Only at around the ratio of 2:4 (which appears only at the 
end of the fourth phrase in the first  choral section - somewhere between 12 and 15 
minutes into the piece), will the listener grow aware of the exact ‘Gestalt’ of the iambic 
rhythm, which is confirmed when the proportion of 1:2 is reached and the iamb falls 
more or less within the three-second frame. This means that the first section of the piece 
only gradually  reveals the coexistence of an eternal time, with the measured time 
contained in the iambic pattern of the percussion.
 A similar ambiguity is present at the harmonic level. Andriessen has managed to 
conceive a large-scale harmonic homogeneity which, in spite of the frequent chord 
changes and modulations (such as the sudden move back to the A major of the opening, 
at the start of the second choral section in bar 97 (Andriessen and Schönberger, 2002, p.
169)), succeeds in establishing some sense of sustenance on a larger scale. The high 
level of continuity in the registration of the chords, and even more forcefully present in 
the way in which the chorus rarely strays far from a central pitch, is summed up in 
figure 5. Nikolaus A. Huber has remarked how Andriessen tends to organise his 
progressions from one given chord to the next by choosing chords with multiple notes 
in common. For instance, the first five chords from the piece are conceived in such a 
way that respectively  5, 3, 6 and 3 tones are shared between every two neighbouring 
chords (Huber, 1985, p.26). However, it should not come as a surprise that with the 
heavy  eight-or-more-part harmonies he uses throughout, Andriessen is bound to have a 
substantial number of common pitch classes between any two adjacent chords The 
sense of harmonic continuity - or of harmonic stasis, even - does not depend on the 
selection of common pitches alone, however, but also on the registration and 
instrumentation of these chords. Even in places where the harmonic material is less 
continuous (after all, two adjacent eight-part chords with three pitches in common have 
a greater number of different pitches between them than common ones), the impression 
of homogeneity in the listening experience is surprisingly high.

Figure 5 Central pitches in female chorus

Phrase (text, cf. fig. 2) Bars Focal pitch
P1-P3 1-72 a’
P4 74-87 c’’
P5-P6 97-161 a’ (from b. 156 onwards: move to c’’)
P7 161-184 c’’
P8 188-204 f#’’
P9 219-244 db’’
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 The fact that  the sense of harmonic drive or evolution is not so strongly present in 
the listening experience is above all the result of the type of chords employed by 
Andriessen to help create a musical continuity. Voice leading and harmonic movement 
are present, but  their effect is limited due largely to the slow tempo, but also due to their 
harmonic properties. The composer mentioned how the harmony developed from the 
idea to write a piece ‘about’ a dominant seventh chord (Andriessen and Schönberger, 
2002, pp.165-166) which led him to develop a particular type of altered dominant 
seventh chords. The basic type of harmony used in De Tijd is a combination of two 
superimposed dominant seventh chords, a fifth apart (shown in figure 6). This merges 
  
Figure 6 Examples of superimposed dominant chords from bars 4 and 65 of De Tijd 

tonic and dominant functionality within the same harmony: a dissonant dominant chord 
that carries its own resolution within it. From this basic superimposed dominant seventh 
chord, notes may be omitted and other notes can be added (for instance, the B in the 
upper system in the example from bar 4 can be seen as a way of extending the lower 
dominant seventh chord on A to a dominant ninth chord) and indeed Andriessen makes 
use of various ways of devising minute variations of his basic type of harmony. The  V-I 
relationship  of the two constituent dominant seventh chords, however, remains constant 
throughout. Andriessen remarked that:

[i]t depends on the context whether the thesis-like character of the chord (the 
resolved chord) or its arsis-like character (the chord demanding resolution) 
predominates. Technically speaking, you could call De Tijd a succession of 
dominants: an endless suspension of which the resolution is always present.
(Andriessen and Schönberger, 2002, p.166)

The tendency to combine a dominant chord together with its resolution is reminiscent of 
the (single) dominant eleventh chord on E, used by Steve Reich in Four Organs (1970), 
of which Reich also remarked that the eleventh note (A) is in fact the ground note of the 
tonic (1974, p.50). Reich’s voicing of that chord (with the ground note of the dominant 
as affirmative bass note and the tonic strategically cast as top note) is a clever way of 
exploiting this inherent tonic-dominant tension.
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 By placing the arsis-thesis tension (or the dominant - tonic resolution) within one 
and the same harmony, Andriessen weakens the impact of the harmonic progressions 
present in the chord-to-chord movement. However, much harmonic directionality can be 
identified in the score, including many dominant-tonic progressions between successive 
chords; again, they are subverted by the particular design of the chords, and the many 
progressions establish what Robert Adlington so aptly described as a ‘saturatedness of 
progression’:

It  is precisely this saturatedness…that prevents the construction of a single 
syntactical sequence. And every new chord has a sufficiently complex harmonic 
content to command immediate and full attention: a listener is given little 
opportunity to dwell on the multiple progressions formed between chords.
(2002, p.28)

This way of (partly) neutralising the harmonic functionality adds to the stillness of the 
composition and the sense of fascinating immobility  that succeeds in evoking the 
impression of eternity. This is an eternity that is juxtaposed by  the measuring of time 
contained in the iambic patterns, the ‘clockwork’ cycles, and even the log drum of the 
coda - the most immediate representation of time ticking away.

Verticality and linearity

In general, minimal music has often been seen as rejecting the conventional linear 
conception of time. Wim Mertens associated it with the notion of ateleology, with 
severe implications for the time-based listening experience: 

Since there is no absolute point of reference, a host of interpretive perspectives 
are possible. So that goal-directed listening, based as it  is on recollection and 
anticipation, is no longer suitable….traditional recollection of the past  being 
replaced by something akin to a ‘recollection into the future’, actualisation, 
rather than reconstruction. This ‘forward recollection’ removes memory from 
its privileged position. (1983, p. 90) 

The ‘vertical music’ that Kramer, like Mertens, characterises, depends on all archetypal 
minimalist compositional techniques: those based on sustenance (drones), as well as 
those grounded in repetition (including multiple rhythmic cycles) and repetitive 
processes that gradually evolve. The association of cyclic or even linear direction of 
processes with the vertical or non-goal-directed character is taken into account by 
Kramer: 

One might  think of such works as purely linear, but listening to them is not a 
linear experience, despite their internal motion. Because in such works the 
motion is unceasing and its rate gradual and constant, and because there is no 
hierarchy of phrase structure, the temporality is more vertical than linear. 
(1988, p.57)
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The view of minimal music as quintessentially ‘vertical’, as Jonathan Kramer so 
influentially  introduced, can indeed to some extent apply to the music of De Tijd. 
Especially in the first half of the piece, the predominant listening impression is one of 
utter stasis, of chords suspended in time, of sudden bell-like strokes appearing at 
irregular moments and finally of a clockwork-like percussive pattern joining the texture. 
It isn’t until the final stages of the composition that the process-driven unfolding of the 
piece (one process starting as early  as bar 10, but only  gradually experienced as such by 
the listener) becomes clearly apparent and - with the support  of the large sense of 
intensification (texturally, as well as through the gradual crescendo and expansion of the 
tessitura and instrumentation) - may even become the focus of the piece. There is no 
denying that a narrative of time and eternity  is present, moving from symbolic 
juxtaposition towards synthetic integration. Likewise, the inexorable linear unfolding of 
that process (or, the interplay of superposed processes within the multi-layered texture) 
is a clear and important feature of De Tijd. However, according to Kramer’s theory, the 
point would be that such linearity does not prevent the minimalist work from being 
essentially  ‘vertical’, i.e. from establishing a time experience that addresses the 
extended present, rather than articulating time as ‘always in motion’.
 The fact that such an extended present lies at  the core of De Tijd is what Robert 
Adlington argues (2002, pp.22-35), thereby corroborating the composer’s own 
intention, quoted at the beginning of this article, to write a piece about his experience of 
the ‘stopping of time’. Crucial in Adlington’s argumentation is that the differentiation 
between the layers representing ‘time’ and ‘timelessness’ is intangible in the audible 
result: “[w]hile successive sections of the score do indeed have different characteristics, 
the principal impression is one of continuity rather than contrast.” The very gradual 
pace in the music’s unfolding only adds to this impression, which leads Adlington to the 
observation that  “[i]n important respects De Tijd presents changing music that never 
changes” (2002, p.31). This is symptomatic of the ambiguity involved, which is so 
characteristic for this piece. However, the same sense of ambiguity  can also be found in 
the position towards minimalist composition techniques.
 One of the curious aspects of De Tijd is that it succeeds in taking different 
paradigmatic compositional techniques from American minimalism to denote the 
opposition between stasis/eternity  (drones, sustenance, the avoidance of harmonic 
resolution) and progress/time (pulse, rhythmic cycles, hockets, process-like 
acceleration). Remarkably, both aspects of the time/eternity or verticality/linearity 
opposition become symbolised through paradigmatic minimalist tropes, which were in 
Kramer’s theory  supposed to be associated only  with the realm of ‘vertical time’. 
Moreover, the linear elements in De Tijd are rather clearly goal-directed. The goal in 
question is the obviously  climactic conclusion of the piece, where the culmination point 
of the process-driven material coincides with the dialectic synthesis of the regular/
eternal versus iambic/evolving categories of musical material. The material, which at 
the beginning of the piece was still so clearly  distinct and strictly juxtaposed, has by the 
end of the work become somehow integrated. The choral cantus firmus accelerates 
throughout the piece, from 8 beats at the beginning, over 7 beats at Phrase 5 to 6 beats 
in Phrase 7. It has been mentioned previously  how, at the end of Phrase 8 (the second 
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segment of Chorus III), the acceleration arrives at its culmination and the voices no 
longer sing in equal lengths, but in steady alternation of notes of 4 and 5 crotchets long. 
This unequal pattern is not written in the 1:2 ratio of the iambic patterns, but is 
nevertheless transformed into at least a sense of iambic rhythm. Similarly, the ‘bells’ of 
the stage left percussion quartet play  the regular 8-beat chords with the chorus in the 
final section. The cantus firmus-like layer may represent eternity, but this eternity is not 
as immobile as one would think and becomes deeply  affected by the measuring of time. 
The integration on a musical level between these two paradigmatic elements (the 
‘cantus firmus’ and the ‘iambic’ types of material) also implies that the two temporal 
concepts they symbolise - time and eternity - that were supposed to be mutually 
exclusive become integrated.
 One little detail from De Tijd may illustrate how, on a fundamental level, the piece 
itself subverts the sense of the infinite, the static sense of eternity. In bar 81, Andriessen 
has added one note written as a triplet for the gong, piano 1 and bass guitars that stands 
out because it is a sudden fortissimo interruption in a musical context which until then 
had been very  quiet (cf. figure 7). This is the only triplet in the entire work. According 
to the composer, this is some kind of “Augenmusik”, the number 3 of the triplet 
revealing that this moment marks one third of the length of the entire composition.6 This 
means that this enigmatic signal divides the work into 1+2 thirds: an iambic pattern, 
exactly  in the 1:2 ratio. The microstructure dominated by iambic proportions is then 
reflected in the macrostructure of the entire work: De Tijd may offer a glimpse of 
eternity, but in a finite, tightly organised and accurately  measured time-span covering 
the entirety of the composition.
 Due to the slowness and difficult perceptibility of the linear elements, De Tijd may 
offer an image of eternity in time (or, as Adlinton argues, an essentially  vertical 
experience that challenges the culturally  conventional models of time (2002, p. 2)). 
However, the opposite is also true. In De Tijd, on a hermeneutic level at least, a strict 
use of minimalist  compositional techniques represents the subjective experience of time 
as ‘continually in motion’. This implies that minimalist  tropes are used and can be used 
precisely for their linear qualities - for their potential to denote time’s progress - 
although in the listening experience this sense of progress can be rather ambiguous  
(ambiguity  is, after all, a quality that Andriessen actively explores in this composition). 
That Andriessen achieves this by only using quintessentially minimalist techniques 
implies that within minimal music the process-driven techniques can create a strong 
resistance against the alleged overall static, vertical character. The linear potential of 
minimalism is, in other words, stronger than often assumed, even from the perspective 
of the listener. Robert Fink coined the term ‘recombinant teleology’ as a means of 
recognising the strong effect  of larger-scale directionality within a strongly repetitive 
musical language (2005, p.9). Likewise, in some respects De Tijd reaches beyond the 
immediate experience of time as extended present. Given Andriessen’s predilection 
towards Hegelian dialectics, a dominance of the ‘eternal’ quality over the directionality 
of time would be surprising. Rather, a synthesis between both concepts involves a 
position that would embrace the many paradoxes it encounters. Not the verticality in 
spite of linear direction, but  the paradoxical coexistence of both concepts at once is 
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what occurs. The equally paradoxical assumption that minimalist compositional 
techniques may serve at once to establish and represent both oppositional concepts is 
then a logical consequence. A consequence that also implies that linear and non-linear 
aspects are far from mutually exclusive and can be fundamentally and perhaps 
simultaneously present in minimal music.

Figure 7 De Tijd, bars 79-81 (strings and winds omitted)
© Copyright 1994 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
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NOTES

[1] Ecstasy, from the Greek ek-stasis, literally means ‘standing outside’ and generally refers to the 
 experience of briefly losing touch with the physical realities of living: awareness of bodily 
 presence and of time passing. Mostly associated with religious or - as in Andriessen’s case  
 - love-related experiences,  ecstasy usually involves a heightened experience of the moment itself 
 (the present) isolated from past or future. Hence the experience of ‘time stopping’  (Andriessen) 
 or ‘timelessness’ (Kramer) the ecstatic focus on the now is of such power that the permanent flux 
 of time may appear to have been lifted.
[2] Given the slow tempo, 72 bars equals 12 minutes, but is actually even slightly longer because 
 Andriessen has included some bars in 9/4 and 10/4 instead of the uniform 8/4 metre.
[3] The composition has a length of 2247 crotchets (at a constant tempo). The ‘golden section’ 
 moment comes at 1371 crotchets,  which is not the exact mathematical point of a golden section 
 (that would be 1388) but is nevertheless a very close approximation.
[4] Each of the percussion groups is joined by one of the harps in this section.
[5] An interesting discussion of the implication of this phenomenon of rhythm perception applied to 
 works by Morton Feldman,  can be found in: Moelants,  D. (2003) Feldman, Memory, and 
 Perception of Slowness. Tijdschrift voor Muziektheorie/Dutch Journal of Music Theory,  8(3), pp. 
 215-240. The slowness of the music in De Tijd, and even the use of harmony show some 
 similarity to works by Feldman from the 1970s and 80s, such as Rothko Chapel (1971).
[6] Andriessen, L., private conversation with the author (Amsterdam, 11 December 2003).
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