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TONE CLUSTERS
Harmany Killers?

DANIELE LOMBARDI

A tone clusterisa group of notes of vari-
ous extensions that can be considered an
‘extreme sound’, which will eliminate ten-
sion in the interval configured to form the
chords. The cluster is created by the simul-
taneity of an albeit complex spectrum of
sonorities of potential identification. A piano

player will achieve a cluster by touching a

few adjacent keys, first with their fingers

‘and then reaching quite vast ranges, building

up gradually to using the palm of one hand
perpendicular to the keyboard, then paral-
lel to the keyboard, then using the forearm,
the forearm again and the palm of the other

‘hand, until both forearms are covering the

widest possible extension.
If we look back in time, we will find tone

clusters applied as sound signals that mimic

noises like cannon fire. We find them in the

‘unique pieces called “battles”, the type of

composition produced at the time of Napo-

Imn‘s military feats, as part of the national-
istic mood that drove his campaigns. Several

composcrs wrote piano works captioned to
narrate the various stages of fighting, like the
maulr.s the moans of the wounded, and end-
ing with the final song of victory. In The Bartle
of Marengo (1801), Bernard Viguerie wrote

‘a cluster with an extension of three octaves,
a coup de cannon, specifying that it had to be

performed with both forcarms, on the low

keys, and leaving it to echo until it faded.
The Romantic period generated anoma-

lies, excesses, the discovery of new terri-

tories, new sounds, diverse and sometimes
challenging experiments, subsequently inten-
sified as pefaeived symptoms of Modernism,

of the ‘here and now’ that typified the early
1900s Avant-garde movement. In such a rev-
olutionary climate, it was possible to change
the reference that constituted the founda-

tion of musical matter, through acts of anti

academic rebellion and attempts to retrieve
the expressive fluidity of the initial ‘sturm
und drang’ that had crossed the long years
of the nineteenth century, but had slowed

and lurched into a need for monumentalism.
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One of the 48 Esquisses (1847), in Charles-
Valentin Alkan's Les Diablotins, is an early
example of arpeggiated clusters as actual
musical expression, not used as the signal for
nois¢ imitation, The five notes that make up
this sonority support a simple melody and
create a new timbre effect.

At the turn of the century, many com-
posers were working against a backdrop
of accumulated harmonic cunﬁguralions‘
achieving tonal and atonal overlapping, thus
going beyond or sidestepping the concept
of consonance and dissonance, with chords
so complex as to linger on the threshold
of sheer noise. The evolving quest for new
sonorities also took the direction of stratified
harmonies and timbres, in a new borderline
musical sensitivity parallel to the concept of
the cluster as simultaneity, a co-presence of
various vibrations. Atonalism and dodecapho-
ny drove the exploration, but contributions
also came from Debussy, whose composi-
tions were inspired by the pleasure of sound
as matter in its transparencices. The use of
whole-tone scales implied a chromatic en-
tirety derived from only two possible orders:
with the whole tones beginning from a note
or from that of the subsequent semitone,
closing the circle of the melodic and har-
monic rapport of the two hexatonic series.
Moreover, the dodecaphony was also buried
in the harmonization by using overlapping
fourths, which Alexander Seriabin applied in
his journey to atonality.

The Avant-garde movement accomplished
harmonic spectrum entropy in various
ways, bringing it resolutely into the field of
irregular vibrations, the field of noise. This
trend can be seen both in the more refined
timbre exploration preferred by the Symba-
lists, Impressionists and Expressionists, and also
in the actions now ascribable to the Futurists
and the Dadaists. One striking episode in the
history of strong, violent sound acts is the
unusual Marcia Futurista for voice and piano-
forte, written by Francesco Balilla Pratella
and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti early in the
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tg10s. Itis really a lied that derived from
tavola Pamhhrm: the manuscript sa_rg
di Filippo Tommaso Marinetti e Jus
Francesco Balilla Pratella” [Music by
Tommaso Marinetti, polished by Fran
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cated as an “elbow pounding the ke}b(m'tm
and to resound for its entire vibration,
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noises manifesto| did not involve
piano, but rather Intonarumori co:
at the London Coliseum Theatre

a twenty-year-old pianist of some
who was so fascinated that he wrote
positions inspired by Futurism,
insisted that the posters for his
“Concert of Futurist Music”. He
piano pieces that verged on aco
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and Anger from Three Moods (ro 14)
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considered the cluster in its depth and the
syntactic development the composition was
underpinned by the idea of a visual notation,
a modulated band in the notation's diagram-
matic space which could fragment and then
reassemble, sharpen, in other words realize
all possible modes. Ligeti’s Volumina is not
so very different from compositions by John
Cage or Earle Brown, like December 1952
or 4 Systems, written two years later. They
are connected precisely by the negation of
a differentiated harmonic spectrum and the
systematic translation of graphic depth into
clusters of modulated breath. In this respect,
the cluster was point zero of interval tension
and its maximum deve]opment Was, Mmoreo-
ver, in the perspective of deepening the tim-
bre of single notes, which are at the extremi-
ties of the range, just as Cowell had realized
more than 8o years ago. It should also be
noted that an ambiguous perception initi-
ated from the moment that composers began
ta shift and move sound sources spatially,
applying an increasing range of methods.
For the listener, listening points shift or they
perceive moving sounds, so they are offered
several simultaneous possibilities that some-
how reproduce the effect of sound clusters:
it is like viewing music — which loses many
of its grammatical traits to become a hap-
pening — first with a structuralist microscope
and then with binoculars. Charles Ives had
already thought of this and he had various
bands play together, with echo effects, basi-
cally overturning the compulsory author-
notation-performance-listening in a closed
environment, which was typical of listening
to a traditional concert. He began to write
a great opera, Universe Symphony, which was
never completed and which envisaged an
enormous cluster of orchestras and choirs to
be arranged in huge open spaces, like hills,
valleys and mountains: a sort of Futurist re-
construction of the sound universe. This Uni-
verse Symphony can be connected back to the
Symphony of Factory Sirens that was performed
on 7 November 1922, in Baku, to commem-
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orate the ffth anniversary of the Bolshevik
Revolution, Ives wrote what was basically a
celebration of popular music that nonetheless
led to a new dimension of experimentation;
the Baku symphony (whose composer is
unknown) also found new aspects, Both en-
joyed the new spirit of full immersion, of an
ear that fluttered — or perhaps we should say
floated — amongst sound waves. A structural-
ist reply to this method came in 1957, from
Karl-Heinz Stockhausen with his Gruppen

for four orchestras, interweaving a dense
acoustie counterpoint, showing that the
contest between number and chance was still
open to expansion of perceptive possibilities.
A further element was the use of the maving
structure — an opus open to choices of vari-
ous degrees of extemporaneity — which was
simply the performer navigating the notation
map, presumed to be a mega cluster. The
performance of these works offered normal
listening, but the design held together several
different course options, whose co-presence
— in the words of Pierre Boulez — has the
same value as a city map.

In the last fifty years many different
things have occurred, in music and in the
visual arts, so discussion of clusters should
also consider the concept of simultaneity, not
only as a cluster of notes on a piano key-
board. Perhaps a new synaesthetic eriterion
has emerged, a new ability to breathe in the
overall environment that is replacing old
concentrated listening methods or focus on
an image, in any case certainly more intense
in their specificity. At any rate, it is not dif-
ficult to see that in the light of decades of
film and TV, that the new virtual dimension
fuses the arts in a way which was a mere
pipedream at the beginning of the twentieth
century,

The cluster is an extreme gesture that
represents a sublimating rite, a release of
energy, a noise that is meaningful for its im-
pulse. In relation to form, be it established,
deformed or negated, it represents a ritual
of destruction that then arranges itsell in a
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