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 As I was sitting listening to lectures or observing some of the performances that 
took place over this weekend’s program, I was constantly reminded of Milton Babbitt and 
the ideas that he expressed in the several readings from class. At least for me, there was a 
significant disconnect at times with the musical ideas that were being explained. 
 Babbitt talks about how “intellectual” or “contemporary” music today has a 
relatively small and select audience, and that there is an inherent necessity for the listener 
to have the abilities to understand both the musical language and concepts in order to 
follow the performance/presentation. He alludes to the fact that in most cases this type of 
musical environment is essentially by and for the people involved in it. It is not a very 
mainstream or “popular” (in the cultural sense of the term) medium, and usually a 
composer/lecturer’s work is only observed or enjoyed by his colleagues, and very few 
outside of that inner circle of proponents. 
 A lot of the comments by Milton Babbitt made much more sense to me after I 
attended the Bohlen-Pierce Symposium. When I first read these statements I could see 
where Babbitt was coming from and agreed with much of his stance, however they still 
seemed to be a little bit pretentious to me as one of the people in the outside periphery of 
what we can call the “intellectual listeners”. I am a student of music, and have been 
studying music in the collegiate setting for the past four years, but most of the music I am 
involved in is in the “popular” genre and I am not exactly well versed in any 
classical/symphonic or “contemporary” styles. 
 This is not necessarily a bad thing, and it certainly does not take away any 
intrinsic value from the accomplishments that were presented at the symposium. While I 
may remain removed from complete comprehension of many of the more complicated 
and involved ideas that were examined, I was still able to gain some knowledge of the 
conceptual premises and I absolutely maintained a respect for the performers and the 
ideas. During Sunday night’s performance it was clear that all of the composers and 
musicians had a great understanding of the Bohlen-Pierce scale and a true passion for 
being involved with it. These are things that are not lost on an audience of any age, 
education, or background. 
 In the same respect, these very realizations uncovered my apparent inability to 
understand the ideas as much as some of those who have incorporated them as vital 
pieces of their musical lives. Certainly, I was a little confused at Tuesday’s lectures. 
Some of the attitudes and concepts seemed far above my understanding as I was trying to 
wrap my head around all of the specifics that were being discussed. Although I felt at a 
loss for a large part of these talks, they did shed some light onto the personalities of those 
who were involved. 
 It is important to remember that treating music this way is scientific, but also an 
art that must be appreciated. The people who have invested so much of their time into 
these projects have a great love and interest for pursuing a continually more advanced 
knowledge of music. The overall development and growth that this can provide for 
instrumentation, functional advancement, etc. is infinite. I may not be able to compose 
any groundbreaking works in the BP school, or be able to perform any challenging pieces 



on the BP clarinet, but they still deserve to be acknowledged. If for no other reason at all, 
people can attend these performances and respect the music as a skill and an art. 
 Perhaps if more people would see it in this way, there could be a greater overall 
understanding of some of these “intellectual” styles today. I think this is truly what 
Milton Babbitt was hoping for when pointing out the obviously limited market for these 
genres. If people can respect the ability to listen to new music as an art then just maybe 
some will be able to gain some understanding or interest, even if indirectly. 
 As I was listening to the various pieces, I did not find them to be very alienating. 
For the most part, they were quite good. The interesting thing too, is that the BP scale and 
intonation wasn’t even all that different from what I am used to. This could be because of 
the nature of the clarinet, but nevertheless it was pleasant on the ears. Even as the theory 
behind the Bohlen-Pierce school is so different from that of even-tempered tunings, it is 
able to convey these familiar notions, and this could be a significant benefit to the 
contemporary community. Maybe BP can be a gateway to other successes, and maybe it 
could provide the boost that this music needs to gain more widespread notoriety in the 
musical landscape. 
 I really do appreciate the fact that all of the people involved in the symposium 
were able to share their wealth of knowledge and I am thankful for the production 
committee’s ability to present the entire spectrum of the Bohlen-Pierce ideology in such a 
comprehensive and interactive way. After attending the various offerings on Sunday, 
Monday and Tuesday, I really have a better overall perspective of what our “Music since 
1900” class is supposed to mean. I believe I have a good idea of where the class may be 
going, and why the Bohlen-Pierce Symposium and the ideas of Milton Babbitt are 
important not only to the classroom, but also to the way we treat music as a whole into 
the future. More things like this should be incorporated throughout the music program’s 
curriculum if we are going to gain any perspective on the changing musical world around 
us, and form our own opinions about what music is, and why it is as such. 


