
   Th e Spectral Piano 

  Th e most infl uential compositional movement of the past fi ft y years, spectralism 
was informed by digital technology but also extended the aesthetics of pianist-
composers such as Franz Liszt, Alexander Scriabin, and Claude Debussy. Students 
of Olivier Messiaen such as Tristan Murail and Gérard Grisey sought to create a 
cooperative committed to exploring the evolution of timbre in time as a basis for 
the musical experience. In  Th e Spectral Piano , Marilyn Nonken shows how the 
spectral attitude was infl uenced by developments in technology but also continued 
a tradition of performative and compositional virtuosity. Nonken explores 
shared fascinations with the musical experience, which united spectralists with 
their Romantic and early modern predecessors. Examining Murail’s  Territioires 
de l’oubli , Jonathan Harvey’s  Tombeau de Messiaen , Joshua Fineberg’s  Veils , and 
Edmund Campion’s  A Complete Wealth of Time , she reveals how spectral concerns 
relate not only to the past but also to contemporary developments in philosophical 
aesthetics. 

  MARILYN NONKEN  is an international concertizing pianist, Associate Professor 
of Music and Music Education, and Director of Piano Studies at New York 
University’s Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and Human Development. 
Her recordings and performances have been internationally reviewed, and her 
publications include chapters in  Perspectives on the Performance of French Piano 
Music  and  Messiaen Perspectives . A highly regarded musician, she has recorded the 
complete piano music of Tristan Murail –  Complete Piano Music,  and  Voix Voilees: 
Spectral Piano Music –  and piano music of Olivier Messiaen, Hugues Dufourt, and 
Joshua Fineberg, and worked closely with Murail, Dufourt, Fineberg, and Harvey.   
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  Music since 1900 
  General Editor        Arnold   Whittall   

   Th is series – formerly Music in the Twentieth Century – off ers a wide perspective 
on music and musical life since the end of the nineteenth century. Books included 
range from historical and biographical studies concentrating particularly on the 
context and circumstances in which composers were writing, to analytical and 
critical studies concerned with the nature of musical language and questions of 
compositional process. Th e importance given to context will also be refl ected in 
studies dealing with, for example, the patronage, publishing, and promotion of 
new music, and in accounts of the musical life of particular countries. 

  Titles in the series  

     Jonathan   Cross    
  Th e Stravinsky Legacy  
    Michael   Nyman    
  Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond  
    Jennifer   Doctor    
  Th e BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 1922–1936  
    Robert   Adlington    
  Th e Music of Harrison Birtwistle  
    Keith   Potter    
  Four Musical Minimalists: La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip Glass  
    Carlo   Caballero    
  Fauré and French Musical Aesthetics  
    Peter   Burt    
  Th e Music of Tōru Takemitsu  
    David   Clarke    
  Th e Music and Th ought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics  
    M. J.   Grant    
  Serial Music, Serial Aesthetics: Compositional Th eory in Post-War Europe  
    Philip   Rupprecht    
  Britten’s Musical Language  
    Mark   Carroll    
  Music and Ideology in Cold War Europe  
    Adrian   Th omas    
  Polish Music since Szymanowski  
    J. P. E.   Harper-Scott    
  Edward Elgar, Modernist  
    Yayoi Uno   Everett    
  Th e Music of Louis Andriessen  
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    Ethan   Haimo    
  Schoenberg’s Transformation of Musical Language  
    Rachel Beckles   Willson    
  Ligeti, Kurtág, and Hungarian Music during the Cold War  
    Michael   Cherlin    
  Schoenberg’s Musical Imagination  
    Joseph N.   Straus    
  Twelve-Tone Music in America  
    David   Metzer    
  Musical Modernism at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century  
    Edward   Campbell    
  Boulez, Music and Philosophy  
    Jonathan   Goldman    
  Th e Musical Language of Pierre Boulez: Writings and Compositions  
    Pieter C.   van den Toorn    and    John   McGinness    
  Stravinsky and the Russian Period: Sound and Legacy of a Musical Idiom  
    David   Beard    
  Harrison Birtwistle’s Operas and Music Th eatre  
    Heather   Wiebe    
  Britten’s Unquiet Pasts: Sound and Memory in Postwar Reconstruction  
    Beate   Kutschke    and    Barley   Norton    
  Music and Protest in 1968  
    Graham   Griffi  ths    
  Stravinsky’s Piano: Genesis of a Musical Language  
    Martin   Iddon    
  John Cage and David Tudor: Correspondence on Interpretation and Performance  
    Martin   Iddon    
  New Music at Darmstadt: Nono, Stockhausen, Cage, and Boulez  
    Alastair   Williams    
  Music in Germany since 1968  
    Ben   Earle    
  Luigi Dallapiccola and Musical Modernism in Fascist Italy  
    Jack   Boss    
  Schoenberg’s Twelve-Tone Music: Symmetry and the Musical Idea  
    Th omas   Schuttenhelm    
  Th e Orchestral Music of Michael Tippett: Creative Development and the 
Compositional Process  
    Marilyn   Nonken    
  Th e Spectral Piano: From Liszt, Scriabin, and Debussy to the Digital Age    
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  Th e Spectral Piano 
 From Liszt, Scriabin, and Debussy to the 
Digital Age  

   Marilyn   Nonken    
  With a contributory chapter by  Hugues   Dufourt        
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  Music examples    

     4.1     Murail,  Territoires de l’oubli , opening. © 1978 Editions Transatlantiques. 
Reprinted by permission of Alphonse Leduc.     80  

     4.2     Murail,  Territoires de l’oubli , p. 12. © 1978 by Editions Transatlantiques. 
Reprinted by permission of Alphonse Leduc.     81  

     4.3     Murail,  Les travaux et les jours , I. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted by 
permission.     87  

     4.4     Murail,  Les travaux et les jours , III. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     87  

     4.5     Murail,  Les travaux et les jours , V. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     88  

     4.6     Murail,  Les travaux et les jours , VII. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     89  

     4.7     Dufourt,  Erlkönig , mm. 344–347. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     105  

     4.8     Dufourt,  Erlkönig , mm. 671–674. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     105  

     4.9     Dufourt,  Erlkönig , “Imprécations.” © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     106  

     4.10     Dufourt,  Erlkönig , mm. 701–706. © Editions Henry Lemoine. Reprinted 
by permission.     107  

     5.1     Fineberg,  Tremors , opening. © 1996 Editions Max Eschig. Reprinted by 
permission.     119  

     5.2     Fineberg,  Veils , opening. © 2004 Editions Max Eschig. Reprinted by per-
mission.     122  

     5.3     Fineberg,  Veils , mm. 78–87. © 2004 Editions Max Eschig. Reprinted by 
permission.     123  

     5.4     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , opening. Reprinted by permission 
of the composer.     135  

     5.5     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , mm. 262–266. Reprinted by per-
mission of the composer.     137  

     5.6     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , mm. 449–464. Reprinted by per-
mission of the composer.     138  

     5.7     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , mm. 530–537. Reprinted by per-
mission of the composer.     139  
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L ist  of  music  examples ix

     5.8     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , mm. 220–231. Reprinted by per-
mission of the composer.     140  

     5.9     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time , fi nal cadence. Reprinted by permis-
sion of the composer.     141  

     5.10     Harvey,  Tombeau de Messiaen , p. 4. © Copyright 1996 Faber Music Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission.     149  

     5.11     Harvey,  Tombeau de Messiaen , p. 17. © Copyright 1996 Faber Music Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission.     155    
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  Th e Spectral Piano  explores an attitude towards the piano that evolved over 
the course of the twentieth century, has transformed the repertoire, and 
continues to infl uence those who engage with it. In writing this book, I 
have benefi ted from the insights of performers, composers, theorists, musi-
cologists, sound technicians, and nonmusicians alike, all of whom contrib-
uted their time and knowledge with an unusual generosity of spirit. Th e 
passion with which they joined me in my work and voiced their concerns 
both challenged me and encouraged me to take heart. Th eir shared enthusi-
asm continually renewed my belief that this topic will continue to captivate 
musicians well into the twenty-fi rst century. 

 Above all, I thank Hugues Dufourt, Joshua Fineberg, Tristan Murail, and 
Edmund Campion, whose music has entranced me. Th eir works led me to 
reconsider all I thought I knew about the piano and the musical experi-
ence itself, and their comradeship has made my life immeasurably richer. 
My work with Jonathan Harvey was similarly inspiring; his passing dur-
ing the fi nal stages of writing this book saddened me, as I became aware 
how quickly the contemporary becomes historical. Milton Babbitt, Elliott 
Carter, Charles Rosen, and David Burge were fi gures whose work cast a 
shadow over my own, whose recent deaths brought a new sense of urgency 
to my project. 

 From the earliest stages, my eff orts were thoughtfully guided by my men-
tors at New York University’s Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and 
Human Development: Mary Brabeck, Robert Rowe, Lawrence Ferrara, and 
Ronald Sadoff , for whose encouragement I am grateful. I also benefi ted from 
the generous support of Th e Humanities Initiative at New York University. 
For their commentary and thoughtful, provocative critique of my material in 
all the stages of its development, I thank Neely Bruce, Richard Carrick, Joel 
Chadabe, Roderick Chadwick, Christopher Dingle, Robert Fallon, Graeme 
Fullerton, Philippe Hurel, Scott McCarrey, and Barry Rigal. Special thanks 
are due to Joshua Cody, for his elegant translation, and Mikel Kuehn, for 
sharing his tremendous knowledge of computer and electronic music and 
penetrating criticisms, always in the most aff able manner. At Cambridge 
University Press, thanks to Arnold Whittall, Vicki Cooper, and Fleur Jones 
for helping me to realize my vision. I am grateful to Fred Lerdahl, who fi rst 

  Acknowledgments   
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Ack now le dgments xi

directed me towards the work of James J. Gibson; his direction convinced 
me to see my own work, both as a scholar and as a performer, as an ongoing 
experiment in the ecological perception of music. I would be nowhere with-
out my students, whose valuable role has been that of my sounding board: 
Jade Conlee, Tina DiMonda, Jeff  Lankov, Mario Antonio Marra, Andrew 
Malilay White, and especially Manuel Laufer. Words are insuffi  cient to 
express my sincerest thanks to my husband George Hunka, a true writer 
and artist, and our daughters Goldie Celeste and Billie Swift , from whom I 
have learned so much in such a short time. 
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   1826     Liszt,  Etude en douze exercices , S.136  
  1837     Liszt,  Douze grandes études , S.137  
  1841     Liszt,  Réminiscences de Don Juan , S.418  
  1851     Liszt,  Douze études d’exécution transcendante , S.139  
  1855     Liszt,  Années de pèlerinage , S.160 (“Première année: Suisse”)  
  1858     Liszt,  Années de pèlerinage , S.161 (“Deuxième année: Italie”)  
  1874     Liszt,  Die Glocken des Straßburger Münsters , S.6  
  1881     Liszt,  Nuages gris , S.199  
  1883     Liszt,  Années de pèlerinage , S.163 (“Troisième année”)  
  1885     Liszt,  Bagatelle sans tonalité , S.216a  
  1886     Liszt,  Unstern! , S.208  
  1902     Debussy,  Pelléas et Mélisande   
  1903     Debussy,  Estampes   
  1904     Debussy,  L’isle joyeuse  
    Busoni, Piano Concerto, Op. 39  
  1905     Debussy,  Images  I 
    Debussy,  La mer   
  1906–1920     Ravel,  La valse   
  1907     Debussy,  Images  II  
  1909     Schoenberg,  Drei Klavierstücke , Op. 11  
  1909–1910     Scriabin,  Prométhée   
  1910     Debussy,  Préludes  I 
    Busoni,  Fantasia contrappuntistica   
  1911–1912     Scriabin,  Poème-nocturne , Op. 61 
    Scriabin, Sonata no. 6, Op. 62  
  1913     Debussy,  Préludes  II 
    Scriabin, Sonata no. 9, Op. 68
     Scriabin, Sonata no. 10, Op. 70  
  1914     Scriabin,  Vers la fl amme , Op. 72
     Scriabin,  Etudes , Op. 74  
  1923     Cowell,  Aeolian Harp   
  1924     Viñes,  Menuet spectral (à la mémoire de Maurice Ravel) 
     Gershwin,  Rhapsody in Blue   
  1925     Cowell,  Th e Banshee   
  1928     Ravel,  Boléro   
  1928–1929     Messiaen,  Préludes   

   Chronological list of works   
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C hronologic al  l ist  of  works xiii

  1934     Varèse,  Ecuatorial   
  1940–1941     Messiaen,  Quatuor pour la fi n du temps   
  1943     Messiaen,  Visions de l’amen   
  1944     Messiaen,  Vingt regards sur l’enfant Jésus   
  1946     Boulez,  Premiére sonate   
  1946–1947     Hába, Suite for Quarter-Tone Piano, Op. 62  
  1947     Ives,  Sonata no. 2, Concord, Mass., 1840 – 1860 
     Babbitt,  Th ree Compositions for Piano   
  1947–1948     Babbitt,  Composition for Four Instruments   
  1948     Boulez,  Deuxième sonate  
    Cage,  Sonatas and Interludes  
    Messiaen,  Cantéyodjayâ   
  1948–1962     Nancarrow,  Studies for Player Piano , nos. 1–30  
  1949     Messiaen, “Mode de valeurs et d’intensités” ( Quatre études de 

rythme )  
  1950–1951     Goeyvaerts,  Nummer 1  (Sonata for Two Pianos)  
  1951     Stockhausen,  Kreuzspiel   
  1951–1952     Boulez,  Structures Ia   
  1952     Fano,  Sonate pour deux pianos   
  1953     Messiaen,  Réveil des oiseaux  
    Stockhausen,  Klavierstücke I–IV   
  1954     Varèse,  Déserts   
  1955     Boulez,  Le marteau sans maître   
  1955–1956     Messiaen,  Oiseaux exotiques   
  1955–1957     Boulez,  Troisième sonate   
  1956–1958     Messiaen,  Catalogue d’oiseaux   
  1957–1962     Boulez , Pli selon pli   
  1958     Varèse,  Poème électronique   
  1959     Scelsi,  Quattro pezzi per orchestra (su una nota sola)   
  1959–1960     Messiaen,  Chronochromie   
  1961     Xenakis,  Herma  
    Ligeti,  Atmosphères   
  1962     Johnston,  Knocking Piece  
    Messiaen,  Sept haïkaï   
  1963     Messiaen,  Couleurs de la cité céleste   
  1964     Johnston, Sonata for Microtonal Piano  
  1965–1992     Nancarrow,  Studies for Player Piano , nos. 31–51  
  1967     Murail,  Comme un oeil suspendu et poli par le songe …  
    Ligeti,  Lontano   
  1968     Stockhausen,  Stimmung  
    Th e Beatles,  Revolution no. 9   
  1968–1969     Ligeti,  Ramifi cations   
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C hronologic al  l ist  of  worksxiv

  1969     Cage,  Cheap Imitation  
    Harvey,  Four Images aft er Yeats  
    Risset,  Mutations   
  1970     Davidovsky,  Synchronisms no. 6  
    Lachenmann,  Guero 
     Stockhausen,  Mantra 
     Tenney,  Spectral Canon for Conlon Nancarrow  
    Feldman,  Madame Press Died Last Week at Ninety   
  1971     Messiaen,  La fauvette des jardins   
  1972     Crumb,  Makrokosmos  I 
    Curtis-Smith,  Rhapsodies   
  1973     Crumb,  Makrokosmos  II 
    Xenakis,  Evryali   
  1974     Babbitt,  Refl ections  
    Lévinas,  Appels 
     Grisey,  Périodes (Les espaces acoustiques II)   
  1975     Rzewski,  Th e People United Will Never Be Defeated! 
     Cage,  Etudes Australes 
     Grisey,  Partiels (Les espaces acoustiques III)   
  1976     Grisey,  Prologue (Les espaces acoustiques I)  
    Nono, …  soff erte onde serene … 
     Murail,  Mémoire/Erosion   
  1977     Chowning,  Stria  
    Feldman,  Piano  
    Finnissy,  English Country Tunes 
     Grisey,  Modulations (Les espaces acoustiques IV) 
     Lévinas,  Voix dans un vaisseau d’airain  
    Murail,  Territoires de l’oubli  
    Vivier,  Shiraz   
  1978     Adams,  Phrygian Gates  
    Murail,  Ethers 
     Grisey,  Modulations   
  1978–1979     Dufourt,  Saturne  
    Lévinas,  Ouverture pour une fête étrange   
  1980     Carter,  Night Fantasies  
    Harvey,  Mortuos plango, vivos voco 
     Murail,  Gondwana  
    Grisey,  Transitoires (Les espaces acoustiques V)   
  1981     Ferneyhough,  Lemma-Icon-Epigram  
    Feldman,  Triadic Memories  
    Xenakis,  Mists   
  1984     Harvey,  Bhakti   
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C hronologic al  l ist  of  works xv

  1985     Grisey,  Epilogue (Les espaces acoustiques VI) 
     Feldman,  For Bunita Marcus   
  1986     Grisey,  Talea   
  1990     Campion,  A Complete Wealth of Time   
  1991     Fineberg,  Lightning   
  1992     Murail,  Cloches d’adieu, et un sourire …  
    Lucier,  Music for Piano with Slow Sweep, Pure Wave Oscillators  
    Troncin,  Seul   
  1993     Murail,  La mandragore  
    Troncin,  Ciel ouvert 
     Harvey,  One Evening   
  1994     Harvey,  Tombeau de Messiaen  
    Harvey,  Advaya  
    Lindberg, Concerto for Piano and Orchestra  
  1994–1996     Grisey,  Vortex temporum   
  1995     Dufourt,  An Schwager Kronos  
    Fineberg,  Till Human Voices Wake Us   
  1996     Campion,  Natural Selection   
  1997     Dufourt,  Meeresstille 
     Harvey,  Haiku  
    Leroux,  M   
  1997–1998     Fineberg,  Recueil de pierre et de sable  
    Fineberg,  Tremors   
  1998     Harvey,  Homage to Cage, à Chopin (und Ligeti ist auch dabei)   
  2000     Dufourt,  Rastlose Liebe  
    Lindberg,  Jubilees   
  2001     Fineberg,  Veils   
  2002     Murail,  Les travaux et les jours   
  2003     Harvey,  Bird Concerto with Pianosong   
  2004     Dufourt,  L’origine du monde   
  2005     Campion,  Outside Music  
    Dalbavie, Piano Concerto 
    Dufourt,  L’Afrique d’après Tiepolo 
     Dufourt,  Soleil de proie 
     Saariaho,  Ballade   
  2006     Dufourt,  Erlkönig   
  2007     Saariaho,  Prelude  
    Hamelin, Etude no. 8, “ Erlkönig  aft er Goethe”  
  2008     Dufourt,  La ligne gravissant la chute (Hommage à Chopin)   
  2010     Lévinas,  Concerto pour un piano-espace no. 2  (revised) 
    Campion,  Flow-Debris-Falls   
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C hronologic al  l ist  of  worksxvi

  2011     Dufourt,  Vent d’automne   
  2012     Murail,  Le désenchantement du monde  
    Fineberg,  Grisaille 
     Dufourt,  On the Wings of the Morning   
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