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THE MUSIC OF EDGAR VARESE
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16 HENRY COWELL

the parts reveals a great variety of rhythmic figures. In Hyper-
prism on the first page alone there are thirty-two different rhyth-
mical manners of filling a measure.

Through the whole work there are surprisingly few rhyth-
mical duplications. It has been said by those who perceive a
minimum of tonal, melodic and harmonic changes in his music,
that Varese lacks invention; yet undoubtedly for the develop-
ment of so many different figures of rhythm one must concede
as great inventive fertility as is usually recognized in the field
of pitch.

Varese does not ignore melody and harmony, but merely does
away with them on occasion. He limits himself almost exclusively
to harmonies containing strong dissonances, i.e. minor seconds
or ninths, and major sevenths. One may therefore say that he
has developed for himself a rule that such dissonant intervals
are requisite for the harmonic fabric he desires. To introduce a
consonant harmony would remove the sense of implacable, resil-
ient hardness, and create a weak link in the chain; the let-down
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would be so great that the whole composition might fall to pieces.

Here is a chord succession from Octandre on page eleven.
B | In the first chord there are
' - two minor seconds, one aug-

- %o be mf:nted. octave and one
: — minor ninth ;altogether four
— strong discords. There are
two diminished sevenths, two diminished fifths, two minor
sevenths, one major second, and one diminished tenth; alto-
gether eight milder dissonances. There are nine different con-
cordant intervals in the same chord, which proceeds to one
containing five strong discords, ten mild dissonances, and twelve
concords. The second harmony contains more intervals all
told, but the proportion between dissonant and consonant in-
tervals is very similar to the first chord. The same general
balance between disharmonies and concords, not gravitating too
far on either side, will be found throughout. Varese’s chords
are obviously not haphazard, but belong to a special category
in which he is careful to have certain general proportions of
different sorts of intervals.

Melody, when Varese uses it, is often characterized by wide
skips, broken sometimes by chromatic passages as in this ex-
ample (Hyperprism, flute part, page five) :
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Sometimes the wide skips are broken by repeated tones, as in the
voice part of La Croix du Sud, page three, from Offrandest:
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tPermission to reproduce the excerpt from Offrandes has been granted by the publishers
C. C. Birchard & Co. of New York and Boston, by whom the music is copyright.
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One rhythmical innovation of Varese is his metrical marking
of 3/4 and a half, 1/4 and a half, 4/4 and a half, etc. as shown
by the flute part of Octandre, page twelve:

' B § } 8 S WA
b L. R S B ) )
78. 4 Loy p

“‘P

The extra one half represents in each case an added half beat, or
eighth note, at the end of the measure. Some musicians claim that
1/4 and a half time is really the same as 3/8 time, since it contains
the same number of eighth notes in a measure. There is, how-
ever, a great distinction in the rhythmical feeling between these
two signatures, as 3/8 is smooth flowing, and is conducted in
three movements of the baton, while 1/4 and a half is irregular,
and is led by one longer followed by one shorter stroke of the
conductor’s stick.

There are many other elements in Varese’s music which de-
serve consideration; but it would be somewhat outside the
province of a short exposition to go further into detail. If it
has been suggested to students of modern music that there is
interesting material for analysis in Varese, the aim of this article
has been accomplished.
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