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The Late Twentieth Century



Late Twentieth Century
              1900                       1950                         2000



Key Terms

• Electronic music 
• Chance music 
• Multiphonics 
• Musique concrète 
• Sampling 
• Synthesizer

• Computer music 
• Postwar avant-

garde 
• Sound complexes 
• Minimalism 
• Expressionism



After World War I

• A move toward abstraction, 
standards, norms 

• Efforts to achieve order 
–Stravinsky’s Neoclassicism 
–Schoenberg’s serialism



World War II

• Even more devastating 
• Bombings of Pearl Harbor, London, 

Dresden, and Tokyo 
• Mass murders in concentration 

camps 
• Atomic bombs over Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki



Second Phase of Modernism

• Emerged with a vengeance  
• Radical new approaches 
• New uses of color, rhythm, texture, 

and form 
• Insatiable demand for new sounds



Two Contradictory Tendencies

• Intellectual, constructive techniques 
– Complex mathematical theories 
– Efforts to “serialize” rhythm, color, dynamics 

• Chance techniques 
– Relinquishing control over musical elements 

• Both questioned fundamental assumptions



New Sound Materials

• New ways of using old instruments 
• New virtuosity required of 

performers 
• Percussion instruments became 

standard 
• Technology offered new possibilities



Electronic Music

• Recording equipment reproduces 
sounds 

• Electronic sound generators create 
sounds 

• Advent of magnetic tape created 
new possibilities



Three Stages  
in Electronic Music

• Musique concrète 
• Synthesizers 
• Computer music



Musique Concrète

• Pierre Schaeffer, 1948 
• Made of actual sounds 

–Street noise, machinery, trains, etc. 
• Recorded on tape and manipulated 
• Lives on today in sampling



Synthesizers

• First synthesizers in 1950s 
• 1960s voltage-controlled synthesizers 

– New instruments by Moog and Buchla 
– More practical and affordable 
– Good at producing taped music 
– Still difficult to produce customized sound in 

real time



Computer Music

• 1955: first computer-composed 
work (Hiller) 

• Late 1950s: first computer sound 
synthesis 

• 1983: MIDI revolution 
• Today: sequencer software, 

interactive computer music



On the Boundaries of Time

• Postwar modernists rethought time 
–How long can a composition be? 
–How can sounds relate to one another 

in time? 
–How does time feel as it passes?



Webern, Five Orchestral 
Pieces, IV

• A short time segment of very high intensity 
• Disconnected registers, colors, rhythms 
• Each note acquires great significance



Webern, Five Orchestral 
Pieces, IV



Riley, In C

• A long time segment of low 
intensity 

• Performers repeat motives 
as often as they like 

• Slow, gradual rate of 
change



Riley, In C



Chance Music

• Composers leave some musical 
elements to chance 
– Performers decide 
– Or decide by chance operation (dice) 

• Questions most basic assumptions 
about time 
– Must musical time be linear, goal-directed? 
– Do we really experience time that way?



Postwar Avant-Garde 
Composers

• Germany: Stockhausen 
• France: Messiaen, Boulez 
• Italy: Berio 
• Greece: Xenakis 
• Hungary: Ligeti 
• Poland: Lutoslawski, Penderecki 
• Japan: Takemitsu 
• United States: Babbitt, Cage, Carter



György Ligeti (1923–2006)

• Trained at Budapest Academy of Music 
• Appointed professor 
• Left Hungary for the West in 1956 
• Gained recognition in United States and 

Europe in 1960s 
– Lux aeterna used in 2001: A Space Odyssey 

• Died in Vienna



Ligeti’s Sound Complexes

• Blocks of sounds 
• No clear pitches, chords, tonality, 

melodies, or rhythm 
• Surging and receding textures and colors



Ligeti, Lux aeterna

• For 16 singers a cappella 
–Words from Latin Requiem Mass 

• Four lengthy sound surges 
–Starting with a single pitch  
–Expand and contract in various ways 

• Nos. 1 and 4 balance and parallel



Ligeti, Lux aeterna



Composition  
history

•Poeme Symphonique Gyögy Ligeti 
•1962



Poeme Symphonique  by the Hungarian 
Composer György Ligeti was composed 
in 1962 as a result of his brief flirtation 
with the Fluxus Movement.  The Fluxus 
Movement was interested in the 
principles of Dada  and chiefly relies on 
chance, interaction of all art forms, and 
the ‘happening.’ The creator makes a 
‘score’ or list of instructions and 
parameters for performance and then a 
conductor and performers execute the 
directions of the composer. 



Poeme Symphonique was composed as an ironic reaction 
to the critical establishment and to the idea of various 
ideologies which alternately free and constrict the creation 
of art.  Ligeti wished to poke fun and criticize ideologues and 
his detractors without words.  He seems to be both attracted 
to and suspicious of those who grasp at the latest ‘new’ 
artistic ideal.  He seems to embrace the freedom and 
possibility of ‘latest new thing.’   At the same time he rebels 
against those that would wish to pigeon-hole an artist or 
composer.  The first performance of Poeme Symphonique  
was originally to have been broadcast on Danish Television 
- but met with such controversy it was canceled and 
replaced by a soccer match.  This was the last of the 
composer’s ‘event scores’ and is only performed 
occasionally due to the difficulty it presents in getting the 
large number of machines.



What the composer says
The following is excerpted from a 1974 interview in Music and Musicians (issue 
#263, v.22, #11).  
"At the end of the '50s and the beginning of the '60s came the happening 
movement from America. I was interested in an ambiguous way. I made 
some happenings--you know my piece for 100 metromonomes?--but I had 
the feeling I am not a happening person. You know the Fluxus group? I am 
not belonging there. After a time I had the feeling they take their job too 
seriously. And I am not serious like people like LaMonte Young and Geroge 
Brecht or even Cage. I will tell you exactly what is between me and these 
happening people. They believe that life is art and art is life. I appreciate 
very much Cage and many people, but my artistic credo is that art--every 
art--is not life. It is something artificial. And for me all the happenings are 
too dilletante. You see, I want, if I am the audience, to see a perfect music, 
or a perfect painting. I don't want to take part in it. I don't want that this 
fence between the piece and the audience be abolished. I don't want to get 
involved. It's the feeling of distance. I am not saying that my opinion is for 
everybody."



Sources
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/

entertainment/292812.stm 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/

2006/jun/14/
guardianobituaries.artsobituaries 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

György_Ligeti 
Music and Musicians (issue #263, v.22, #11).  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poème_Symphonique_for_100_metronomes

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/292812.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/292812.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/292812.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2006/jun/14/guardianobituaries.artsobituaries
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2006/jun/14/guardianobituaries.artsobituaries
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2006/jun/14/guardianobituaries.artsobituaries
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Po




Ligeti, poem symphonique



Edgard Varèse (1883–1965)

• Began career in Paris and Berlin 
• Emigrated to United States in 1915 
• Radical composer of the 1920s 

–Unique approach to rhythm, sonority 
–Manipulation of “noises” into music 

• Vision outstripped technology 
• Came into his own in 1950s



Varèse, Poème électronique

• Written for Philips Radio exhibit at 
1958 Brussels World Fair 

• Pavilion designed by Le Corbusier 
• Colored lights and images projected 
• Three-track tape played from 425 

speakers 
• A multimedia experience for visitors



Varèse, Poème électronique

• Mixes musique concrète and electronically 
generated sounds 
– Humming, singing, bells, organ, a train 

• Punctuated with percussive rhythms 
• Sliding motive and siren give way to 

violent noise crescendo at the end



John Cage (1912–1992)

• The father of chance music 
• Studied with Schoenberg in California 
• Early works for percussion, prepared 

piano 
• Wrote his first chance work in 1951 
• Challenged assumptions of traditional 

music



Cage, 4′33′′

• His most controversial work 
– Any number of players 
– Performers sit silently for 4′33′′ 
– Ambient sounds become the work 

• Is silence even possible? 
– Always something to listen to 
– Do we dismiss “not musical” or 

“uninteresting” sounds?



Indeterminancy

• Challenges definition of music 
• The element of chance 

– Instructions, limited notation 
–Music “undetermined”



Indeterminancy
• 4’33” 
• What is music? 
• John Cage 

–Pianist 
–Arnold Schoenberg, Henry Cowell 
–Percussion ensemble 
–Prepared piano 
–Silence? Music?



Follow Up
As Slow as Possible - John Cage 
http://www.aslsp.org/de// 
longest complete performance to 

date:On February 5, 2009, Diane Luchese performed "Organ²/
ASLSP" from 8:45 AM to 11:41 PM in the Harold J. Kaplan Concert 
Hall, Towson University. This 14 hour and 56 minute uninterrupted 
and complete performance, with strict adherence to the score's 
temporal proportions, is the longest documented performance of the 
piece by a single human so far.

http://www.john-cage.halberstadt.de
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Towson_University








Sound Changes
▪ July 5, 2004
▪ July 5, 2005
▪ January 5, 2006
▪ May 5, 2006
▪ July 5, 2008
▪ November 5, 2008
▪ February 5, 2009
▪ July 5, 2010
▪ February 5, 2011
▪ August 5, 2011
▪ July 5, 2012
▪ October 5, 2013
▪ September 5, 2020



The End of Modernism’s 
Second Phase

• Few arch-modernist works found 
success with concert audiences 

• Relegated to academic and “new music” 
venues 

• Milton Babbitt essay, “Who Cares If You 
Listen?” 

• 1960s composers grew tired of elitism 
• New and varied styles began to emerge



Minimalism

• A reaction to modernism’s complexity 
• Very simple melodies, motives, and 

harmonies repeated many, many times 
• Minimalist opera has had great success 

– Philip Glass: Einstein on the Beach, 
Satyagraha, and Akhnaten 

– John Adams: Nixon in China, Death of 
Klinghoffer



Steve Reich (b. 1936)

• Minimalism’s acknowledged “old master” 
• Majored in philosophy at Cornell 
• Performs his work with his own group 
• Has collaborated with wife, video artist 

Beryl Korot 
• Music for 18 Musicians is a minimalist 

classic



Music for 18 Musicians

• 4 singers, 1 cello, 1 violin, 2 clarinets, 4 
pianos, 3 marimbas, 2 xylophones, 1 
vibraphone 

• “Conducted” by vibraphone 
• Rigorously organized 

– Introduction 
– 12 connected sections; many symmetrical 
– Conclusion



Music for 18 Musicians, 
Introduction

• Regular repeating pulse 
• Rich, shifting harmonies introduced 
• Different concept of musical time 

than a conventional composition



Music for 18 Musicians, 
Section 1 excerpt

• Based on first harmony of intro 
• First clarinets, then voices present 

melodic material 
• Each change cued by vibraphone 
• Gradual assembly and disassembly 

– A B C B A 
– Listener has to focus on gradual changes



Music for 18 Musicians, 
Section 1 excerpt



A New Expressionism

• Modernist techniques with emotional 
expression of earlier styles 

• Explorations of anxiety, paranoia, 
terror 

• George Crumb (b. 1929)—use of 
Lorca’s surreal poetry



Kaija Saariaho (b. 1952)

• Finnish composer, trained in Helsinki, 
Freiburg, and Paris 

• Often works at IRCAM 
• Regularly combines live performers with 

electronic and computer music 
• Has a special interest in the human voice 

– Operas L’amour de loin (2000), Adriana Mater 
(2006)



From the Grammar of Dreams

• A song cycle for two sopranos 
• Based on texts by Sylvia Plath 

– The Bell Jar and “Paralytic” 
• Stanzas scattered unevenly across five 

songs 
• Two texts juxtaposed simultaneously 
• Many unorthodox, expressive vocal 

techniques



Song 1

• Active soprano sings stanzas 1–2 
– Violent dissection of each word 

• Other soprano sings line from novel 
– More lyrical style 

• Active soprano gradually shifts in style 
• Both end in deliberate, monotonal 

speech



Song 3

• Lyrical and emotional heart of the cycle 
• Most conventional of the five songs 
• Arch of shifting pitch levels 
• Imitative polyphony 
• A mood of calm, quiet renunciation 

– Defiance, indifference, or transcendence?



Back to the Future

• Most composers now far from 
avant-garde modernism 

• Postmodernism 
–Eclecticism 
–Self-conscious reference to earlier 

styles and genres 
–Straightforward; more approachable



John Adams (b. 1947)

• Premier concert music composer in 
America today 

• Raised in New England; moved to San 
Francisco in 1971 

• Influenced by minimalism at first 
• Developed more wide-ranging style 
• Many works have American themes 

– On the Transmigration of Souls



John Adams (b. 1947)
• Harvard 
• San Francisco Conservatory 
• Composer in residence: 

• San Francisco Symphony Orchestra 
• Nixon in China 
• The Death of Klingerhoffer



Short Ride in a Fast Machine
• “You know how it 

is when someone 
asks you to ride in 
a terrific sports 
car, and then you 
wish you hadn’t.” 

• Form: Ternary 
• A B A

Orchestration calls for: 
2 Flutes (piccolo) 
2 Oboes (English horn) 
4 Clarinets  
3 Bassoons (contrabassoon) 
4 Horns 
4 Trumpets 
3 Trombones  
Tuba 
Strings 
Percussion: Timpani, Woodblock, 
Triangle, Xylophone, Crotales, 
Glockenspiel, Suspended Cymbal, 
Sizzle Cymbal, Snare Drum, Pedal 
Bass Drum, Large Bass Drum, Large 
Gong, Tambourine  
2 Synthesizers



Short Ride in a Fast Machine
• A: Steady Woodblock 

• Woodwinds “Spinning Wheels” 
• B: Hemiola 
• A: “Spinning Wheels” 

• Long melody on top





Adams, El Niño

• An oratorio modeled on Handel’s 
Messiah 

• Eclectic texts 
• 24 numbers presented in two halves 
• Part multicultural inclusiveness, part 

cautionary tale



“Pues mi Dios  
ha nacido a penar”

• From sacred song by Sor Juana 
Inèz de la Cruz (c. 1648–1695) 

• Musical dialogue between mezzo-
soprano and chorus 

• More and more agitated until calm 
is restored 

• A B A′



“When Herod Heard”

• Baritone and three countertenors 
• Percussive, continuous pulse 
• Each speech introduced by 

bassoon in eerie high range 
• Begins to develop theme of Herod’s 

treachery



“Woe Unto Them  
That Call Evil Good”

• Strengthened orchestral pulse 
• Homophonic setting 
• Three powerful climaxes 
• Irregular, Stravinsky-esque accents in 

the brass 
• Chorus grows angrier and angrier 
• Adams’s answer to “Hallelujah” chorus?
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