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dozens of cxtraordinm'y pieces, been a devored and
effective teacher for more than forry years, and become
known as an importan theorist of contemparary music
as well as the world’s leading Berg scholar,

Conversation with George invariably  revolves about
music—he abways has an infectious enthusiasm about
something musical. Whether he is enthralling you with
the miysteries of Berg, his own compositional theories, or
any of the musical discoveries he makes daily, you always
feel enlightened and uplifeed. For him music is simply the
mast wonderful ching there is, and after having talked with
Geotge you feel this way too.

Despice the depth and breadth of his activities, he
is basically and deeply a composet, and his music is
his finest and most eloquent accomplishment. ‘The
sound and surface of his music is marked by a relative
simplicity which is actually the underpinning of a
rich and complex language based on principles he
has developed and which owe much to the thinking
of Barték, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and Berg, He has
eschewed sedalism, however, and his compositional
approach is one which differs fundamentally from mast
post—Schoenbergian practice.

Moreover, Perle’s music does not present ieself in radical
disjuncrion with ronal music and music of the past. [n

fact, his way of composing owes as much ta onality

as it does to post—chromaric dodecaphonic thinking,
Concepes of harmony, counterpoine, formal consequence,
and coherence are as vivid and lively in Perles music as
they are in tonal music. His music is 2 spe:cial ]a.ngua.g\:,
and while each piece sings uniquely and indivicually, his
]a.ngua.gt is consisten, convincing, and all his own, The
quality and character of his body of pieces is remarkable
and unforgecable; there is noching else remorely Tike i lo
reveals no sense ofa.t‘bil;rary abstracton, formalism, or the
whirns of fashion. The notes are alive with a life, breach, and
purpasc which only a superbly giffed musician can create,
George Perle often talles enthustastically abour dance:
Balanchine and Seravinsky hold a special place in his
hearr, It is therefore not surprising char anc of the
most palpable features of his music is its compelling
and persuasive rhythmic profile. His music moves
with the subtlery and sureness of good ballec—ic has
a real physical, chythmic presence. Some might say i
“swings,” but I prefer co say that George’s music really
dances!

1999, Princeton University

Notes by Malcolm MacDonald

In what was actually a very varied musical life, Geoige

Perle’s international reputation was principally as
a theorist, for his works Sevial Compesition. and Aronalisy
{1962} dealing with the Second Viennese School, and
Tivelve- Tone Tonality (1978), explaining his own developed
compositional practice — related to but distiner from that
of the Schoenberg school, He was also very widely known
for his heroic work in making the music of Alban Berg
better known. It would be fatally easy to assurne, then,
that Perle’s own music was in some way a demonstracion
or exemplification of his theorics of compositian. Just
as with Schoenberg, the music greceded any application
of theory, and insofar as cheoretical work was involved
it was in the same way as the instincrive, everyday
involvement of traditional harmony and counterpain,
as seamlessly part of the process as a pen or music-paper.
But — just as with Schoenbetg — it seems o have been
vitally necessary to Perle o find a gost hoc theretical
justification for the music he was writing; and where
Schoenberg was led to develop the ‘method of
composition with 12 tones related only to one another’,

Perle discovered the concept of "12-tone tonalicy'.

To make yet another comparisan with Schoenberg,
the string quartet, as a genre, seems to be central
to Perle’s oueput. He regarded his firsc encounter,
in 1937, with the score of Alban Berg’s Lyvic Swite
for string quarter, as decisive: wichin five minutes
of playing the score at the pianc, Wy whele future
direction ai a composer was establithed’, As he
explained in an interview with Josephine Carson
published in the September/October 1989 number
of the periodical Strings, the basis of what [ had been
searching for lay before me in this ane composition —
that the twelve noter of the semitonal sale conld be
understood as an integral and auronemons stricrure)’
If we excepr the unfinished Quartet No. 1 and
the unnumbered Maito Adagie, Perle wrote eight
quartets in all (Nos. 2-9), chough he tended to say
there were really only four: Nos. 5, 7, 8, and 9, We
should also remember the String Quintet of 1957-
58 (a quinter with 27! viola like those of Mozart,
Bruckner and Brahms, rather cthan a Schubertian
2-cello quinter).® In che interview cited above Perle
briefly characterized his numbered quartets Nos, 1-6
and gave devastatingly objective verdices on cach of
them: n the ease of the Firse String Quartet, § wrote

1 This realization is surely related to Busoni's prophecy, in Sketel for o New Aesthetic of Music {1907) that
the 12-note chromatic scale would supplant the diatonic scale as the basis of tonality. The idea goes
even further back — it is found in the unpublished theoretical notes of Charles Ives's father, George Tves,

2 The Skring Quintet and String Quartet No. 9, Brigf Enconters (1998) may be found on Bridge Records’
2-CD set, ‘Ceotge Perle: A Retrospective’ (BRIDGE 9214 A /B).



ondy 17 bars — what I think of even today ar marvellons
bars, by the way — bt then § gor stwck. [ thonghs [ was
won%ing in the 1 2-rone sustem, and in a sense J was, but
it st Schoenbergs 1 2-tone system. The poiut is that
the problem [ faced bere led me into the whole funee
aof wy career. {ve abways wanted to go back and finish
that guartet so 1 left it as the legitimaze No. 1 of the
string quartets, even though itk been 52 years now since
1 stopped working on it. No. 2 in D minor i a tonal
piece. Trwrote it to prove  could do i1, Its been played,
and I like it, but I dont consider it @ veal part of my
seuvre, And No. 3 &5 in the conventional 12-tone sevial
systern and not so relevant to my work as o whole. No,
4 s performed but § consider it an unsccesful work.

With No. 5 I veached a certain stage of maturity in the
A, I,

7 of sy musical language. It & one of the
mast succestfiel compositions of my earlier 12-tone tonal
works. No. 6 was the first piece after & big breakthrough
in the evolution of 12-towe conality in 1969, [Paul
Lennky and { wovked togecher for fonr years, 1969-73,
reslting in] @ radical expansion of the oviginal theory
fof 12-rane tonality] and an immense enlargement of its
compositional possibilities which quickly took me 5o far
beyond wihat I had been able 1o do in the sixth quarter
that { was na longer satisfied with it by the time I had
Jnished with it

he carliest wotk on this dise is Peres Molto
Adagto, composerd in August 1938 in La Pore,

Indiana and firsc performed by The New Music Group
of Chicagn in May 1941, [n an interview given in 1983
Perle said: %t fad a big success and guite a few performances
arthat time ... I quote it in my viola quintet which [ think
i one af my best pivces .t wa a real atiempt to find tome
ined af a sy to write atoned wnsic . (i) embarnse me
in sowme sy becanse i3 a lintle ton devivative, but maybe
T vevive £t As far as the musics being ‘derivarive’ goes,
Perle also noted chat he knew the Second Quartet of
Bartdk before he wrote the Mol Adagio, and thar it
has ‘bars and bars that are derived from’ Barték's work,

Dedicated to Frank Kerney, this is a warmly and
Enrcnscly expressive picce in a broad ternary form.
IF its ‘aronality’ hints here and there at a key-cenure
of C sharp, and allows both note-repetition and
the softer wonal intervals, it certainly saturaces the
chromaric spectrum, and the Berg fywic Suize seems
leRI: as much an inﬂucnc{.‘ as d'l(.'. lﬂ.st Movement UF
the Barték quartet. (Perle even makes sparing use
of the Second Viennese School's Huwpestimme sign
o indicate the principal voice, though usually chis
would be obvious anyway given the clarity of the
part-writing.) Behind those contemporary models,
the ancestry of the Molte Adagio perhaps reaches
back to great classical precedents such as the slow
movement of Beethoven’s op. 132, "The piece opens
molte sranguillo, and sways for quite a while in the

lawer registers; a repeated-note idea, initially shared

by Wiolin 11 and Viola, conveys an impression of
soft, slightly irregular breathing. A five-note motif in
Violin I {at first A-D-C#Fb-A) and a four-note one
oceurring a liede later in the cello (at fese C-F#-B-F)
ate the thematic kernels our of which the music is spun,
ceaselessly but thoughtfully re-maling itself from phrase
o phrase. There is a slightly quicker ceneral section,
Andantz, making use of the full gamur available to the
four instruments and keeping the textures aity; the
Adlagio tempo returns and, after further development,
the music ebbs away, the ‘breaching’ figure in Violin I1
and Viola being the last sound, as it was the first,

t seems as if Bartdk's Second Sering Cuarter was
Isu’]l exercising some fascination for Perle when he
came o compose his own String Quartet No. 2 in
D minor, Op. 14, which like the Bartdk is laid out
in three movements with an opening Muderato, a
quicket second movementand a slow fnale. As noted
above, Perle said he composed the wark, which he
completed in Chicago on 24 November 1942, ‘to prove
I could do ir'. In the 1985 interview he also stated: 7
wonld say to myself, T don't trust & composer who can't sit
duton and write @ gquartet in D minor? I wonder if [ can
swrite & quartes in D minor?” And it turas ong that I conld
and I think its gor a very good fivst movement ..

This first movement is a fascinating picce. Petles D
minor is chromatically sarurated from the stare, and a
firse the sense of tonality is as elusive as in the Modto
Adagie, The apening gambit — a rising chromatic scalic
figure in Violin [, filling in che space berween D and A —
is imitated and inverted by the other instraments, with a
contrasting texture in triplee thythms whose rpeated notes
recall, if anyehing, Schoenbergl 12-onal Third Quarter of
1928, When a more ‘tonal feel takes hold, it iz pardy thanks
o an extensive use of cello pedal points, fist [ and chen E
The sealic figures and the triplet drythms are only some of
the motivic entities in a very varied fint subject group, with a
longer-breathed seeond group, pecs s mae appering bier,
within which the rising chromatic scales, now evtending ower
i and a half nctaves, appear more as decoration. The sense
of flow is immediately atrracrive, while imitative writing,
in the form of localized canons and inversions, keep the
texeure continually on the move, A short solo for Vielin L &
piacere, marks the movements mid-peint. The second half
continues 1o develop what has previously been experienced,
though with a feeling of recapitulation and coda.

The second movement is a Wale, complete with
section-repeats in the manner of some of Schoenbergs
works from the 1920s; the key signature supgests B Har,
bur the feeling remains I, bolstered by E This is very

3 Why particularly in Ot minor? The obvious example is Schoenberg’s official String Quartet No. 1, op. 7
{which not many composers could just ‘sit down and write'!}, and Perle may have been thinking of the
fact that Schoenberg was a ‘D-minorish’ compaser throughout his career and in whatever idiom he used.



much the idea of the waltz filcered through Mahler and
Berg, though a bricf hyminic ‘rie’ in an unexpectedly
pellucid © major shows we should not ke Perlels
affinities for granted — as does a second, more playful
‘trio’ nominally in C sharp major but seon modulating
aut of it through a thicker of accidentals.

‘The final movernent is unmistakably music of lament,
It grows, Adagia, out of a E‘I]].'mg melodic ﬁgu.rn in the
violins and an accompanying two-note tritone hurdy-
gurdy figure in viola and cello, the melodic line soon
being expanded and decoraced, the owo-note figure
recurring obstinately in many contexts, The feeling
here is propheric perhaps of some of Shostakovichs late
quartets. There is 2 quicker, more dance-like concrasting
Andante cpisode, much fuller in rexture than the bare
lines of the Asfagrs, but it is the grimmer music that has the
last word — or nearly so, before a brief soaring melodic flight
for the two violins in unison, and a decisive zerming-in ona
repeared unison I to conclude. Considering the fateful
vear in which this quarcet was composed, it seems likely
that Perle’s Jewish and East-European family origins are
televant to the strong emotional cantene of this finale.

he emaorional world of String Quartet No. 5 is
much less clouded; racher it speaks of mastery
achieved, in a time of peace. It was composed in 1960
and is dedicated to The Composer's Quartet, As we
have seen, Perle vored it one of the most swccessfiul

of my early 12-tone tonal works, and in face from a
purely harmonic aspect it is probably more beguiling
than either the Mol Adugio or Quartet No. 2. Fach
mavement ends with the same chord, but a third lower
ar each appearance, and this seems emblematic of the
tonal universe chae Pere is creating in Quartet No. 5 — one
that sounds in some ways like eradirional tonal music buc
is in fact arrived at through his own personal adapration of
the 12-note methad. At the opening of the first movement
his paramount concern seems to be with continuity:
the sinuous melody maves in conjunct incervals in
association with steadily-marching even minims [J] in
the other voices, and puJ.si.ng repeared quavers [ﬂ, the
even rhythms enlivened by sly syncopations and occasional
changes of merre. Later material is more dismptive:
angular, fragmenred, using extremes of register. Bur the
overall impression is one of calm, expressive lyricism, and
when the recapituladion sers in ~ for this is a kind of
sonara movement — it is as if order has been rescored.

There follows a shorc and very lively scherzo, essentially
good-natured bue thythmically tense and even febrile
in its continually changing time-signatures, [t aleernaces
mwo main idess: the fesc is driven by scurrying,
chartering quavers while the second is a more songful,
wide-ranging theme in rhythmic unison; both ideas
comes round ewice, and che busy quavers seem to be
coming round a third time, only swiftly ro dissalve

in thin air,

While the first tvo movements cherefore are easy
w characterize — 4 sonata, a scherzo — the finale is
a much maore capricious invention, cramming and
juxtaposing several different kinds of music together
in a small space. It also uses the widest range of
extutes  and  effects. Warm-hearted and  aften
Twrical, it can also be pugnacious, and humorous: its
progress is interrupted a couple of cimes by a litde
mechanistic-sounding march, like the movements
of a clockwork toy. Mysterious tremolandi, first
heard in the opening bars, introduce a coda of gentle

relaxation.,

[t was some years after the composition of Chuarter
Mo, 5 that Perle finally developed his canception of
12-tone tonality, whose central principle is that a
harmonic vocabulary of chords that are relared to each
other in a special way can interact just as chords do in
traditional, diatonically-based ronality. Perle ultimarely
creates the relations hecween these chords an principles
of sytnmetry, and different ‘keys’ can arise through the
different pitches acting as centres of symmetry. Wichin
such a ’key’ the music proceeds through a harmanic
landscape not in a closely determined setial manner,
but accarding to the compaser’s fantasy and invention:
just as in craditional tonaliey. He does tend to use a
basic grouping of the 12 chromaric pitches, bur the
resule is often closer to Baredk or even Scriabin than
o Schoenberg,

erles most ripely developed language may be

heard in a worle such as Windows of Order
(String Quartet No. 8), which was commissioned
for the Juilliard Quartet by American Public Radio
and the Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundarion
in the Library of Congtess and composed between
13 December 1987 and 25 April 1988, The ticle
Windows of Order is a phrase that occurs in James
Gleick's book Chaes, which cxamines chaos in its
relation o order: the book chimed with Perle, as he
said in 1989, because he had long ‘been referring, in
discussing early atonal music in my classes, w somevhing
I simply called “orvder amid chaos”, Atonad music, in
ity harmonic chardcter, seems chaotic when compared
20 traditional tonal music. The expression “ovder amid
chios”™ way wy sy af sfmaxmg cevtain elements in
atonal measie which could be called referents in that they
establith copnections betveen different post-diatonic
compositions ... { chose thar ar the sitle af my [Eighth]
quartet as @ way of alluding to sch referents.

uarter No, 8 is cast in a single large movement,

but interweaves passages in four different
tempi, cach of which has its own material. Tempi
IL, 111 and IV all have a mathematical relationship
to each other and to Tempo I, whose basic unir is
crocchet [J] =68: thus Tempo I1 is three-quarcers the
speed of Tempo Tar erotcher=51, Tempo 111 is three

times the speed of Tempo I at cratchet=153, and



Tempao [V is two-thirds the speed of Tempo 11T (or,
owice the speed of Tempo II) ar crotcher=102. {The
basic unic in Tempi 111 and IV, which open in 7/16
and 9/16 respectively on their fiest appearance, is in
fact the docted quaver,) All four Tempi are briefly
presented in the firse 30 bars of the worls, which
serve as a prelude or incroduction. Bur in facr chere
is an underlying four-movement shape, which chese
tempi define, Throughout the ficst principal span of
the movement the contest or polaricy is exclusively
between Tempa 1 and Tempo IV, the former warm
and lyrically meditative with a recurrent signarure
viola tremolo, che lacter volatile and almost hyper-
active, characterized frst by a rapidly-moving cello

part against repeated staccato pitches in the other

instruments, and then by swift contrapuntal activicy
far the entire quarter, tending to motivic imitation
and brief husets of fugaro. Although the music is
constancly in fuzx, the space devoted to cach Tempo
progressively expands. Thematie entities — generally
what was presented in those frst 30 bars — recur
several times, and do so quite recognizably, providing
the listener with signposts: if they are not, indeed, the

‘windows of order’ themselves,

While chis fest span has something of the sense of
a sonata allegro (because of the onward momentum
of Tempo IV, in relation o which Tempao [ appears

something like the relaxation of a second subject),

the next span interweaves Tempo | and Tempo 11
{characterized by an inicial rising figure in thythmic
unison) in whar is in effecr a ‘slow movement'. Here
Perle’s lyricism flowers most expansively, in quartet-

writing of great richness and refinemene, With the

long-delaved return of Tempo 1L, a kind of scherzo
begins, powered ac fiest by scurrying wipler quavers
in viola and violin 2 over a pedal ninth or tenth in
the cello whose lowest note is always borrom C. I hasa
mote complex, developmental 'trie’ and then returns to
the scurrving music, Throughout this section Tempo 111
prevails, and then hands over to the somewhar slower
b srill energeric Terpo TV for a pugnacious finale thar
has touches of repeated-note fanfare and bricf, telling
solos for the individual players. As in the work’s frsc
spai, Tempo IV alternates with Tempo 1 in what seems
a kind of developmental summing-up of the argument
to date, Tempo 1 has he last word, as it had the firse,
and Cuareer No. B ends with a relaxed liquidation of

its ppening gesture,

Such a description of this music may seermn dry (and a
tonal or serial analysis would be drier). What is hard
o convey in words, buc is plain w the ear, is the sheer
wealth of Perlels inventiveness in musical shapes and
sounds; his obvious dclight in the quartet medium irself,
the wit and wisdom of his discourse throughout what
must be ranked one of the siring quartet masterpieces

of the later 20" century.
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