James Tenney: Notes to Conlon Nancarrow: Studies for Player Piano
(Wergo CD)

General introduction

Tucked away in a quiet suburb of Mexico City, in relative isolation from the urban hustle, Conlon
Nancarrow is probably right now at work on the next in his remarkable series of Studjes for Player
Piano. Begun some forty years ago, the set already consists of over sixty individuai pieces, ranging
in length from one to ten minutes each, and adding up now ro a tortal playing time of about five

that 2Ist-century historians will rank Conlon Nancarrow’s Studies for Flayer Piano with the most
innovative works of ives, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Webern, Varése, Partch, Cage, Xenakis — and
perhaps a very few others — as the most significant works composed since 1900, This prediction
May seem extravagant to some, but | am convinced that, when Nancarrow’s music is as accessible
and widely known as that of his contemporaries and immediate predecessors, its importance will
be just as widely recognized, and there will remain no room for doubt.

WWhat is it that makes the Studies for Player Piano so important? To begin with, they mani-
fest an incredibly thorough investigation and creative realization of countless new possibilities in
the areas of rhythm, tempo, texture, polyphonic perception, and form, all of which will provide
exciting challenges to composers, theorists and listeners alike for many decades to come. But
more than this, the extraordinary quality and variety of his “investigations” are truly remarkable.
On the one hand, there is enough in these pieces in the way of systematic intellectual organiza-
tion to satisfy the most mathematically abstruse “constructivist”. On the other hand, there is
enough lyrical freedom, rhapsodic invention, and sheer fantasy to warm the heart of the most
autrageously romantic “intuitionist”, The music is at times austere, dry, cold-as-ice: at other
times warm, passionate, explosively exuberant. And yet one has no sense of stylistic inconsist-
ency or esthetic contradiction here. It is rather that these Studies explore a very wide range of
formal and expressive realms.
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The limitations of the player piano are obvious enough, and surely no one is more pain-
fuily aware of them than Nancarrow himself: its fixed tuning, its timbral homogeneity, and the
sheer physical difficulties involved in punching a roll. We shall see, later, with what ingenuity he
has managed to deal with the problem of timbre, and because he professes no great interest in
subtleties of intonation or of harmony, the fixed tuning of the piano has simply never bothered

him. As for the practical probtems of punching the rolls, he seems to have done about all that
could be done 1o facilitate the process, although it remains a slow and tedious ohe, requiring
incredible patience and persistence. But Conton Nancarrow is a patient and persistent man — a
fact for which we may all be grateful. In the late 1940s Nancarrow had a machine built for accur-
ately punching his rolls, the design for which was based on equipment then still in use at one of
the commercial player piano companies in New York. Later he had this first machine rebuilt to
incorporate certain improvements {which will be described in more detail in the notes for Study
#21), and it is this second machine which he is still using to cut his rofls.

It would be a mistake, of course, to mention the limitations of the player piano without
considering its great advantages. The first and most obvious of these is its capability of realizing,
with great precision and at an incredible speed, virtually any rhythmic or temporal relation that can
be marked out on a roll. In this respect it is still superior to most of the current analog-synthesis
techniques in electronic music, and it is surpassed only by digital computer synthesis methods like
MUSIC V — and these, it should be nated, have their own problems and limitations. Secondly, the
medium is completely self-contained — Nancarrow does not need the help of other musicians in
order to make his music, and thus the whole “politics™ of musical performance is happily avoided.

Nancarrow is unusually reticent about the history of his work, both in terms of bio-
graphical information (“It's nobody’s business”) and with respect to any precise chronology of
the Studies themselves (the scores are not dated, and “it doesn't matter much”). This reticence
may be a source of frustration to those of us who like to get our bearings somehow through
such historical points of reference, but it need not prevent us from trying to gain some under-
standing of the work itself — even of certain developmental aspects of it. Nancarrow has pro-
vided a few clues to this kind of question simply by numbering the Studies, although even this
information does not always correspond exactly to the chronological order in which the pieces
were composed. Some earlier pieces, for example, have been withdrawn from the set and
replaced by others, and some have been completed before earlier-numbered pieces were fin-
ished. Nevertheless, | think it is safe to assume that the numbering of the Studies may be taken as
at least an approximate indication of their chronological order, and I shall base any observations |
‘make regarding stylistic development on that assumption.

Study #3 is the phenomenal Boagie-Woogie Suite. and here the blues/ragtimefjazz influences are
more explicit than in any of the other Studies. The five movements of the Suite are in the keys of
C.F. C, G. and C, respectively, recalling the 1-1V-1-V-} harmonic structure of the second Study,
although there is considerable use of polytonal (as well as polyrhythmic) textures in the Sufte.
The first and last movements are the most clearly in “classic” boogie-woogie style, but these are
in fact rather surreal manifestations of thae style — as if Jimmy Yancy, Fats Waller, James P.
Johnson and Art Tatum were all ecstatically jamming together in heaven {(or wherever it is that
such men go after that Mast gig")! Over a boogie bass, running along at superhuman speed, sev-
eral rhythmically independent voices are heard (up to eight such voices near the end of #3a),
producing a texture that approaches that perceptual threshold beyond which a multiplicity of
individual parts coalesces into a single resultant sonority. The effect here is absolutely hair-rais-
ing, and yet wonderfully amusing at the same time. One can well imagine the delight Nancarrow
must have felt when he heard these pieces for the first time!

The middle three movements of the Suite explore other facets of the style. In #3b, over
a leisurely “walking bass”, several melodic lines unfald, in what seems like a freely improvisatory
fashion. The trochaic (“swing”) rhythm of the bass line is here expressed as [] [] ] etc, with
duration ratios of 5/3. #3¢ is in a style somewhat more abstracted from the bluesfjazz origins of
the Sufte, though here, too, the trochaic rhythm (in simple eighth-note triplet form) predomin-
ates. and the melodic patterns still have a blues flavor. Though not a strict canon, there are
extended canonic passages, heard against a pizzicato-like bass line, all in a moderately fast
tempa. Finally, #3d is a slow, pensive blues, whose rofe in the Suite as a whole might be de-
scribed as the “lull before the storm™ unleashed in the fifth movement.




Study #5 carries through to an altogether different conclusion a process similar to one
heard earlier in the Boogie-Woogie-Suite although it is in a more abstract style. Here, some twelve
independent strata are involved {nominally thirteen in the score. but | hear the first two as
forming a single resultant). Each of these strata consists of a sequence of elements — many of
them complex aggregates — which is repeated periodically throughout the piece. In some strata
this period of repetition is constant, while in others the period is progressively shortened (by
shortening the duration of the rests intervening between successive soundings of the figure).
These strata are introduced one by one, gradually building up a texture that does cross that
“perceptual threshold [see the notes for Study #3, Vol. I] beyond which a multiplicity of individ-
ual parts coalesces into a single resultant sonority”, finally becoming a virtual “white noise” -
and thus, compound-menophonic — before coming to an abrupt hale. The number of different

kinds of aggregates used in this Study is farger than in any previous work of Nancarrow's, antici-
pating, in this way at least, the greater richness of the most recent Studies. In addition to single

tones and octaves, these aggregates include triads, arpeggios, glissandos, miscellaneous figures,
and both two- and three-note chords of various kinds. Finally, it is of interest to note that there
is a use of two duration series simultaneously (in the first two parts, mentioned above as merging
into a single resultant).

Stuay #3 1 is a canon in three voices, in three different tempos (i‘n the ral;ios 21/24/25).
The slower voice begins first, the other two voices entering after deiay-tlme.s which are rel;_lt_ed
to their tempos in such a way that alf three end at approximately the same time. The §onor|t|ies
in this piece are simple — mostly single tones, later octaves ~ and tht.ere is even a certain (subtle)
fazz or ragtime quality in the individual voices, not heard in the Studies since #1 1.
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