






Bonlez: I know this awful 'War Requiem' which for me is 
one of the most awful. ... You see, I don't like the basic 
vulgarity which this kind of music has. It's true there may 
have been a sincere desire to compose a requiem for the 
victims of the war, but the work is vulgar in its realisation. 
Because there is only the outward manifestation of a cult, let 
us say, but no interior feeling at all. For me that's just inci­
dental music for a film by Cecil de Mille. 
Circuit: You couldn't comment on some sort of event like 
that yourself? 
Boulez: No, I think that now one must have a much more 
self-conscious way of approaching this kind of thing. The 
vocabulary may be only part of the reflection, but when it's 
vulgar, when it's only film-music, it doesn't interest me at all. 
Because sincerity doesn't justify everything. 
Circuit: What about Nono's 'Sul Ponte del Hiroshima' which 
I would have thought was not so very different in intent from 
the 'War Requiem' ? 
Boulez: That's true, but it's also rather artificial. To make a 
comparison that's perhaps more striking, the real spirit of the 
French Revolution is not with the pec;>ple who wrote music 
for the festivities of the Revolution but in the '9th Symphony'. 
So Jong as you don't transcend circumstance, you only get 
an 'incidental' work. 
Circuit: Audiences often seem to react to works as different 
as the 'War Requiem' and 'Sul Ponte del on the 
same sort of level. But is there an emotional content in your 
music directly comparable to triadic music? 
Boulez: No, I avoid this direct impact which is related not 
to the music but to sentiment. Because when people listen to 
such works they don't really hear the music, they think about 
the people involved. Well, it's all right to have that feeling, 
I have it also, only I don't need the music in order to have it. 
Circuit: As I understand it, you wouldn't agree with Stravin­
sky that there is no emotion in music. 
Boulez: No, not at all, I think that was the reaction of a 
period . No, I would correct Stravinsky and say that there is 
emotion in music, but it must be of a purely musical quality 
and not just 'beside' the music. Otherwise it would be 
expressed in another medium; in opera, for instance, you 
already have the mixing of two kinds of emotion, dramatic 
and musical. 
Circuit: You seem to consider this purely musical emotion 
to be metaphysical: in this light how would you regard Stock­
hausen's statement* that "I would be very happy if I could 
write a piece that lasts for eternity". 
Boulez: (laughs) .... That's an old German dream! 
Circuit: Do you think that all contemporary music that refers 
to specific events has to be incidental music? 
Boulez: Yes ; you see the only country which has tried to 
dictate to composers is Russia, and that's the most awful 
music you can hear. It's far too much like film music for 
my taste. And it's the same with painting. You see, when 
the connection with events is too close, when there's no reflec­
tion on them, you just get old models rewritten according to 
the events of the day. Shostakovitch is Tchaikovsky rewritten 
in the idiom of Socialist Russia. 
*at a forum in Lo ndon, Dec. 1965. 
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Circuit: Some artists have managed to comment quite effec­
tively, Picasso for instance. 
Boulez: But that's not the best Picasso. I prefer the Picasso 
of 1913. The rest of his work has been completely dead for 
the last forty years, I would say. There is a mechanical phase 
in the life of a creative man, especially when he is very vital. 
It's like a star which we still see although it is dead. 
Circuit: You've said of bolh Picasw and Schoenberg that you 
liked what they did before the 1920's: do you think that the 
work they produced then appeals to us in a certain way more 
than it did to their contemporaries? 
Boulez: J o, I think it rather depends on the individual. And 
as for Schoenberg I would rather compare him to Mondrian. 
I saw the great Mondrian exhibition recently in The Hague, 
and the parallel with Schoenberg was very striking. He has 
a long period of representational ism as Schoenberg had a long 
tonal period, and certainly it is very interesti ng, wi th all the 
trees and the sea-shore and so on. Then suddenly when he 
tried to introduce Jaw into this improvisation part of his 
invention disappeared completely and his work became very 
academic. Until the very end, with the 'Boogie-Woogie', the 
last two paintings, one a~ai n has the feeling that there could 
be something interesting. In late Schoenberg it's exactly the 
same. The very last pieces, the String Trio for instance, are 
by far the most interesting. These people were in a very 
difficult position - they had to destroy a certa in order com­
pletely. But after the destruction they had to reconstruct, they 
had to produce something more posit ive. And this need to 
be constructive curtailed the scope of their imagination . I 
myself know only two art ists who remain interesti ng through­
out thei r lives - Webern and Klee. These two attain the kind 
of freedom which accompanies a search for strictness. 
Circuit: You have said that the period between the wars was 
unpleasant and uneasy and that the only example of real 
creativity in li terature was Joyce. And yet surrealism was 
flouri shing . .. 
Boulez: Ah le surrealisme . . . That rapidly became un­
fashionable, it was only an outburst, relying on the energy of 
the moment ; l saw a large surrealist exhibition after the war ­
it was like having chocolate and oranges which we had not 
had for five years. But after Stalingrad and Hiroshima one 
cannot have any more of this gratuitous game. l n this sense 
I think that Hiroshima is important . .. 
Circuit: One of Schoenberg's late works is p recisely a 
Hiroshima-type work, 'A Survivor from Warsaw'. 
Boulez: I don 't thi nk that the music for this is very good. 
Suppose you didn't know what the work was about, you 
wouldn't be at all impressed by the music itself. O f course 
when you hear the words "one, two, three", as they count the 
people, you think much more about the Ghetto than about 
the music. But if they were saying to the same rhythm the 
months of the year or the days of the week, it would make 
no impression whatsoever. 
Circuit: In this case what are you doing when you use words 
in your own music? 
Boulez: Well, I choose them especially carefully - I don't 
want to create an incidental work, you see. I try to avoid 
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music which is purely anecdotal, even if the anecdote is a 
very dramatic one: in the concert-hall , that is .... 
Circuit: About serial technique and your own music. Krenek* 
has said about 'Structures I': "Boulez has a rather mechanistic 
apprca-.:h in assigning numerical values to the various magni­
tudes manipulated in his work", and "when music becomes 
the victim of an abstract number game, this is contrary to the 
nature of music". 
Boulez: Well, he has singled out that work of mine in which 
I try out the mechanical aspect of serialism; everyone has 
spoken about 'Structures l ', which is a purely a utomatic work, 
but I have not seen an analysis of the other two which are 
much more complex. 
Circuit: In the retreat from total seriafom do you, as Krenek 
does, rotate the rows, or do you have a more arbitrary way 
of achieving greater freedom? 
Boulez: What interests me is achieving greater freedom within 
a very solid frame. The period after Webern was greatly 
concerned with discipline in writing, because it was necessary 
to find laws for a new vocab ulary. But once these laws had 
been d iscovered it became more interesting to search for free­
dom within this vocabulary. Now my researches are directed 
* in Seminar on P roblems of Modern Music (Princeton Advanced 
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:owards finding a possibility at each moment to choose, to 
make my choice and not be obliged to make a choice. Don't 
forget that in music there have always been polar opposites, 
!xtreme freedom and extreme severity. I mean , for example, 
when people write strictly canonic works, this is just not 
inspiration. Music does not fall under one category only; it 
has many possibilities and many categories, this is only one 
of them and extreme freedom is another. 
Circuit: You have said that there is no creation without the 
unforeseeable becoming necessary. Do I understand by that 
that you lay down some serial technique which actually makes 
something happen, as it were? 
Boulez: No, that's something much more general, nothing to 
do with the technique of the music. Generally when you see 
how works grew out of their historical environment you can 
appreciate that they were unforeseen; yet once they had been 
created they became a historical mark and therefore I think 
that any work of genius is at the same time unforeseen and 
absolutely necessary. 
Circuit: I am still not clear as to how much of your music 
is serially determined. Take Schoenberg, for example: we 
know that he would often disregard the strict rule if he felt 
it to be too restricting .. . . 
Boulez: With the simple rows Schoenberg used it's easy to 
see this. With my pieces it would be too complex to notice. 
But statistically when you have one wrong tone in a: hundred 
the percentage is not important and it does not affect the 
language at a ll. And I find that Schoenberg's discovery of 
serial technique is academic and for me not very interesting. 
I like Schoenberg very much until the discovery of the series, 
but after that there is a discrepancy between his vocabulary 
and his feeling; the feeling is completely academic and he 
wrote works in sonata form - that's not interesting. Webern , 
on the other hand, discovered a new vocabulary as well as a 
new way of writing. 
Circuit: But you still find a very emotion al language in 
Webern's late works, say the 'Second Cantata'? 
Boulez: Yes of course. But I don't say it's not emotional, il's 
just that he found a way to coordinate the emotional content 
with its intellectual medium. 
Circuit: And it is an emotional content comparable to that 
of triadic music. 
Boulez: Yes. 
Circuit: This is not so any more with you own music . ... 
Boulez: Of course it is. I remember people's reactions twenty­
five years ago when they first heard Webern. They didn't find 
any emotional content, they just heard discontinuous sound. 
Circuit: I may be wrong, but I find 'Eclat' very much more 
direct and simple than your previous work. 
Boulez: Yes that's true, though the 'Second Improvisation on 
Mallarme' is not very complex. I've always thought that com­
posers had a right to compose both works which are reflective 
and really intended for themselves, and works which make 
more impact on an audience. I have always had some works 
for which the vocabulary was already fully elaborated, in that 
sense the vocabulary was natural, it was just a matter of 
application. Similarly a writer can keep a diary and wri te 
plays as well. 
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Circuit: David Drew has written of your music* "everything 
in the music is significant to the composer, in so far as it is 
subjected to some kind of serial necessity which he has estab­
lished, yet nothing is significant to the listener, who is in­
capable of divining that necessity and hence of relating each 
enity to the morphology of the whole". When you reach this 
degree of serialisation, isn't this going to be evident? 
Boulez: No, because listeners need not experience consciously 
all the technical intricacies of the music; that's not the prob­
lem at all. The problem is to have an envelope for this tech­
nique and then people grasp something. But very few people 
indeed realize what's going on in music because it's a matter 
of technicalities. When you play l 5th and l 6th century music 
it's exactly the same, this isn 't a specially modern problem. 
The technique is there to make some things particularly 
evident - you see there is not only light in music, there is a 
dark side as well. 
Circuit: Ehrenzweig** said that the unconscious is capable of 
recognising inversions, cancrizans etc. l s this what you're 
referring to? 
Boulez: No, the feeling is that when you make an inversion 
or a cancrizan in one vocabulary, harmonic relationships are 
not of the same nature and that you can recognize. You don 't 
know how, but you do so immediately. It's the same in the 
contemporary idiom, you can tell whether the writing is 
strongly controlled or not. 
Circuit: In the very highly controlled music, as Krenek says: 
"Serial premeditation produces audible results which were not 
visualised as the purpose of the procedure'', and Ussachevsky 
says that electronic composition creates sound patterns that 
it would be hard to imagine in advance. 
Boulez: Yes, that's true. You see you must accept the risk 
of the unforeseen. 
Circuit: So you would admit that you can't necessarily 
imagine what the thing's going to sound like? 
Boulez: No, you post-imagine .. . .. 
*in 'European Music in the 20th century' ed. H artog. 
**in 'Psychoana lysis of Artistic Vision and H earing'. 

Continuing our series on 20th century music . . 
in circuit 4: A RADIO HAPPENING - a conversation 
between John Cage and Morton Feldman / Feature on 
Cornelius Cardew 

Some books, and articles . . 
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Boulcz: Alea/Perspectives Of New Music. Fall Winter 1964 
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Boulez, II, De Boulez a L'lnconnu/ Editions Seghcrs. 1962 
Golea, A.: Rcncontres Avec Pierre lloulez/Rene J ulliard. Pa ris, J 958 
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Deux Etudes - musique concrete/ 1949 
Doubles - for large orchestra/1958 UE 
Eclat - for piano, harp, celesta, cimbalo, vibraphone, bells and per­
cussion/1965 
Improvisation Sur Mallanne, I - for soprano, harp, vibraphone, bel ls 
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vibraphone, bells and percussion/1957 
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