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Preface

Any analysis of music has to be the analysis of the means by which a piece
makes its expressive point and produces the impression one has of it.
Thus any analysis presupposes that the piece to be analyzed is worth
analyzing, in that it does in fact communicate something esthetically
before one studies the printed score.

- Elliott Carter'

I wrote this book to share some of the pleasure that Elliott Carter’s music has
brought me over more than thirty-five years of listening. Ever since
I discovered it in college, I have loved its paradoxical complexity and clarity;
its vivid depiction of human experience and its abstract musical language; its
humor, poignancy, irony, and thrilling juxtapositions. That Carter’s music is
complex is undeniable, but that near-universal epithet has always struck me as
woefully insufficient to capture the sense of exhilaration I feel when I listen
attentively to a skilled and enthusiastic performance of one of his pieces.
Tracing that exhilaration to its source is the essence of my project in this
book. I have not shied away from technical analysis, but over many years I have
come to realize that the significance of Carter’s technique is its way of repre-
senting the multifaceted and continuously changing experience we have of our
lives, our relationships, and the world we inhabit. Elucidating that representa-
tion is the aim of my analyses.

As Carter’s productivity accelerated in the last three decades of his life, both
his aesthetic preoccupations and his compositional techniques continued to
change in response to a changing world, as they had throughout his long
career. Yet a growing body of popular and scholarly writing has perpetuated an
image of Carter’s music fixed on the period of his initial Cold War-era success,
from the late 1940s through the early 1980s. A growing consensus divides
Carter’s career into five periods: early (to 1948 or 1951), transitional (to 1959),
middle (1959-1979), late (1980-1995), and late-late (1995-2012), but the very
title “late-late” for the period beginning when Carter was eighty-six, and
lasting - astonishingly - nearly two decades, is an admission of uncertainty
disguised by wit. Our necessarily foreshortened view in this first decade after
Carter’s death is only partly responsible; we are simply not prepared to deal
with such a bounteous phase of a composer’s creative life coming at such an
advanced age and so long after his initial success. In his late eighties and
beyond Carter produced a remarkably diverse body of work - from piano
pieces lasting barely two minutes to a forty-minute comic opera. He wrote

! Edwards, FW, 118 (emphasis in the original).

[xv]

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9780521769761
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-76976-1 — Elliott Carter's Late Music
John Link

Frontmatter

More Information

xvi Preface

studies, instrumental music for traditional and oddly assorted ensembles
large and small, solo concertos, and song cycles that illuminate some of the
most striking and original poetry of the twentieth century. And he distilled
a lifetime’s worth of harmonic and rhythmic exploration into a concentrated
and powerful musical language that made possible a significant expansion of
the expressive range and dramatic impact of his compositions. Our models
for such work - the “late idyll” of a composer like Richard Strauss, “living
well past his real period” as Edward Said puts it,> or the “reclusive genius”
defined by the Romantics in the generation after Beethoven - are of limited
help in understanding the case of Elliott Carter. Even Verdi when he wrote
Falstaff and Heinrich Schiitz when he wrote his last Magnificat setting
were an entire generation younger than Carter when he composed his last
pieces.” It is not my aim, nor would it be possible, to provide definitive
readings of an oeuvre as rich and varied as the one Elliott Carter produced
in the last seventeen years of his life. But I hope at least to make the case
that it is worth considerably more sustained attention than it has received
thus far.

The title of this book is both an accurate description of its contents and a red
herring. Contained herein are several dozen essays of various lengths that
cover nearly all of the music that Carter composed between 1995 and his
death in 2012, arranged by genre. I pick up roughly where David Schiff’s The
Music of Elliott Carter (1983; rev. second ed. 1998) leaves off, with a nod to the
tradition of identifying Carter’s string quartets as turning points in his career.
If pressed I would probably argue that the period that ends with the comple-
tion of Symphonia: sum fluxae pretium spei in 1997 is followed by a period that
begins two years earlier with the composition of the Fifth Quartet. But the
sharp line implied by my title’s generic “late music” is illusory. Understanding
the music Carter wrote beginning in the mid-1990s requires an awareness of
the substantive changes, as well as the continuities, in both his technique and
his aesthetic over the course of a very long career. I have not tried to generalize
these changes into a critical category to encompass Carter’s “late” (or “late-
late”) style. My engagement with Carter’s aesthetics emerges from my engage-
ment with his individual compositions; I have tried to adjust my general
observations to fit the specific world of each piece, rather than the other way
around.

It is my hope that this book will appeal to music lovers with a variety of
backgrounds. Basic music terminology is used freely throughout, and I assume
familiarity with the fundamentals of musical set theory, limited mainly to pitch
and interval classes, pitch-class sets, and set classes. For nonspecialists, my
analytical markup will be at least somewhat useful in following the arguments

% Said, On Late Style, p. 45.

* To my knowledge, the only composer who lived longer than Carter was Leo Ornstein
(1893-2002), who completed his last major composition in September 1990, shortly before
his ninety-seventh birthday. See http://leoornstein.net/leo_ornstein.html.
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in the text. Access to good recordings of Carter’s music, on the other hand, is
essential. Fortunately, such recordings of all the pieces discussed in this book
are readily available, or soon will be. The reader’s firsthand experience of
listening attentively to the music under consideration is assumed, and this
book will be of little interest without it.
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