. . . whence freedom

By Thomas L. Read

1 should like to euphonise that.
1t sounds an isochronism.
—Finnegans Wake

In much of the music I have composed over the past thirty years, free
expression is harnessed to, though not entirely contingent upon, genera-
tive processes that are impersonal and mechanical. Often inaudible as
such, these processes fabricate polyrhythms and melodic configurations,
sometimes archetypal in nature, whose inevitability is real but not always
apparent.

Consistent with the dictum that nothing is in the understanding that
was not first in the senses, I can recall, from sometime during 1968-69, a
dream-state suggesting vast space, with points of light and sound, in pat-
terns that seemed at once both random and strangely inevitable.! Then,
too, I must have been sensitive to what was “in the air” among many artists
and composers: a reviving interest in allowing growth and change to issue
forth from repetition and regularity. In any case, as a composer, I was in-
trigued with the possibility of enlisting both symmetrical construction and
proportional (temporal) dissonance to generate extemporized-sounding
forms. Intuitively, I sensed that my musical imagination was most freely
and effectively engaged when interacting with, and transcending, existent,
mechanically sustained rhythmic phenomena; and, quite suddenly, a
simple possibility occurred to me wherein the formulation of pitch succes-
sion and duration could be united in a single generative process. Simply
stated: Each pitch class chosen for a particular composition would recur at
equal, evenly spaced intervals of time, or, possibly, at progressively smaller
or larger intervals of time. Either way, once intuitively established, the
process would be automatically carried out. In the simplest situation, the
conflict of periodicities so established could &e the melodic/rhythmic/
harmonic structure of the piece. Of course, such a feature of conventional
music as melody, for instance, could be produced, or subjectively appre-
hended, as a “by-product” of this activity; it could be the outcome of com-
bining 5, 6, 7, or more different-pitched pulses (see figs. 1 and 2).
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Figure 1: Light After Light: “theme,” mm. 19-26.
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Figure 2: Suite for Solo Violin: Caprice di canon, beginning.
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Reprinted courtesy of C. F. Pelers Corporation, Glendale, NY

Soon my compositions were being shaped not by serial procedures and
aleatory operations, as they had been, but by cyclic repetitions of many dif-
ferent sonic moments, carried out independently in the various layers of
the musical fabric. My forms grew through manipulation of those processes
of cyclic repetition that would automatically produce change and variation.
At one stage in the development of this compositional strategy (dare
I broach the word “method”?), I began to call such pieces isochronisms—
appropriating the term given by physicists to the equal time intervals of
swinging pendulums. Enlisting various “isochronal procedures,” I try to in-
tegrate elements of sound in a musical web of relations. Harmonic tonality
incorporates properties of the natural harmonic series; I like to think that
isochronal textures imitate intersecting time cycles that we experience in
everyday life.

A graph of the beginning of a simple “isochronal structure” is shown in
figure 3. Only the succession of pitches and their intervals of entry are in-
dicated. The intervals of entry were plotted according to the time units—
the “formula of proportions”—given in the far left-hand column. The
graph is read as follows: an F{ is initiated every 4 beats (one square = one
beat); an Al every 5 beats; a C§ in a progressing cycle of 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 9, 8,
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7, and 6 beats (C§ has the only expanding/contracting cycle in this
isochronal structure); a Bb every 7 beats; and so on.

The Vivace from Piano Music, vol. 2, is a realization of these isochro-
nisms, and, as verified by the score (shown in fig. 4), it represents a fairly
automatic and mechanical rendering of the graph: octave registers are
fixed and no metronomic, dynamic, or pedal markings are given. One
beat of the graph is equal to one eighth-note of the score. Some “conces-
sions” have been made to accommodate traditional and practical expecta-
tions: “difficult-to-play” simultaneities are arpeggiated, and a rhythmically
free, cadenza-like interruption is included in m. 64 (not shown in the ex-
ample). Isochronal repetition resumes in m. 65, with all pitches trans-
posed a whole step higher than in the initial section of the composition.

Although the twelve fixed time units that produce the interactive
rhythmic proportions are additive (whole-number multiples of the basic
unit), an extraordinary number of beats must elapse before one can en-
counter a repeat of measure 6 (the first measure in which all twelve units
have entered). Clearly we are dealing with a virtually endless process,
what Roger Reynolds might call a “vastly distended periodicity,” revealed
here as a nonrepetitive but harmonically static succession of sounds
(some would say a mindless, inhuman one—unfeeling, like the uni-
verse). How to allow human feeling a place? How, practically speaking,
to make a “coda” and an ending? In the case of the Vivace, this was ac-
complished by grafting traditional devices of articulation onto the basic
structure. The cadenza and the transposition just described help to give
the form a “middle.” A sense of “beginning” in measures 1-5, and a har-
monically ambiguous stop at measure 139 (which concludes the Vivace)
were engineered by gradual, selective subtraction of isochronisms.
There are no marks of interpretation in the score. Performers, through
habit, convention, or invitation may supply such things in unique and in-
teresting ways.

To invent far-reaching elaborations, to explore the possible interactive
gestures and concomitant cyclic interchanges set up by the isochronisms,
to highlight the synchrony of emergent lines, indeed, to use the simple
structure as a scaffold on which to build free elaborations (much as the
ancients used isorhythmic constructions or the cantus firmus and the
ground bass) are the proper responsibilities of the composer rather than
the performer. I have enthusiastically taken on such responsibilities, not
only in the Vivace variations included in Piano Music, vol. 2, but in all of
the isochronal music I have composed. This experience allows me to de-
scribe, in a by-no-means exhaustive or systematic way, a list of principles
that have been variously useful to me.2
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