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forward a new way that theory can be adapted to
composition, by analysing music not necessarily
to promote composing in any particular style or
method, but instead to locate ideas—structural
principles that lie outside time or history—by
which music can evolve. 

The importance and originality of many of
Babbitt’s essays is hidden from readers by his
sometimes complex style of writing. He intro-
duced his theory of invariance and combinatori-
ality in the early 1960s primarily in the form of
mathematical propositions. These were essential
to his formalized theory, although few readers of
musical journals could have been expected to
decipher them. But in his subsequent writings,
even in non-theoretical essays such as ‘Past and
Present Concepts of the Nature and Limits of
Music’ (Congress Report of the International Musicologi-
cal Society 1961) and ‘The Structure and Function
of a Musical Theory’ (College Music Symposium, 5
(1965)), Babbitt continued to use a literary style
ridden with run-on sentences, jargon from non-
musical disciplines, and explanations withheld at
crucial points. Unlike Adorno’s writing—the
complexity of which forces the reader’s engage-
ment with ideas—Babbitt’s style suggests affecta-
tion and more than a little disdain for the reader.
He makes no secret of those whom he wants to
scare off—music historians, critics, and cultural
historians are high on the list. 

His difficult literary style is also a symptom of
the post-war period, when complexity was the
order of the day. Its complications were shared
with the contemporaneous output—in both
words and music—of Boulez, Stockhausen,
Ligeti, and other composer-essayists of the
1960s. As post-war angst evaporated in the 1970s
and 1980s, Babbitt’s literary mannerism also
subsided. His articles and lectures from the 1980s
and 1990s return to the clear, forceful, and witty
use of language that he had revealed so profitably
in his earliest essays and reviews. Collected Essays is
for this reason best read from back to front. A
good place to start is ‘On Having Been and Still
Being an American Composer’ (Perspectives of New
Music, 27 (1989)), which is an engaging and
authoritative analysis of musical modernism in
Europe and America since the 1930s. The reader
unfamiliar with Babbitt’s technical ideas might
then consult the lectures in Words about Music, in

which the author reveals his prodigious skills as a
lecturer—full of life, humour, and ingenuity. 

What relevance do Babbitt’s essays have for
the present world of serious music? Certainly, his
theoretical writings stand now in a different light
than in the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s, when
twelve-note theory was still crucially relevant to
the composition of new music. It no longer is, fol-
lowing the great redirection of musical culture of
the 1970s that largely swept aside the composi-
tional outlook of which Babbitt was a leading
representative. Babbitt did not suffer this change
gladly. He found in it another example of the
assault of the common man on the intellectual.
‘There is nothing a no-nothing resents more than
someone who knows something; he knows plenty
of nothing and nothing’s plenty for him’ (p. 434).
The reader is reminded of similarly pessimistic
thoughts expressed by other great composers
who have stood astride periods of changing
taste—Schoenberg in 1930 exploding with indig-
nation at being labelled ‘outmoded’, or Hindemith
in 1963 assessing music under the influence of
serialism as ‘water polluted by the industrial
waste of civilization’ (Sterbende Gewässer). 

At the same time, Babbitt’s ideas on the
twelve-note system have become indispensable
for the analysis of the twelve-note music of
Schoenberg, Webern, Stravinsky, and Babbitt him-
self. His terminology is now widely accepted and
used by virtually all technical writers on this topic
in the English language. His critique of the
musical culture of the decades following the Sec-
ond World War will remain a primary source for
understanding this period in musical history. 

BRYAN R. SIMMS
doi:10.1093/ml/gci024

CORRECTIONS. The Editors and the reviewer regret
three errors in the review of Mark Mitchell’s book
Vladimir de Pachmann: A Piano Virtuoso’s Life and Art
(Music & Letters, 85 (2004)). All are on page 482: in
column 1, the words attributed to the late Edward
Said are in fact the author’s own, and Pachmann
was born in 1848, not 1852; in column 2, he was in
the USA in 1890, not 1888.
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