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Morton Feldman's Last Pieces #3 
  

         The music of Morton Feldman constitutes one of the most remarkable explorations 

of the twentieth century.  Together with such artists, writers and composers as Mark 

Rothko, Philip Guston, Robert Creeley and John Cage, he helped bring the twentieth 

century closer to an understanding of both the nature of perception and the structure of 

human experience.  Rejecting the most basic tenets of conventional musical discourse, 

he moved toward a creative stance in which sounds appear to move freely in time and 

space without the interference of any compositional rhetoric or a priori procedures.  

Each of his compositions represents a sensitive transcription of the creative moment.  

Indeed, one is often tempted to refer to them not so much as pieces of music but rather 

as actions in the process of becoming musical works; as examples of one impulse toward 

the experience known as art.  His compositions exemplify the position first held by John 

Cage that works of art be created "...not (as) preconceived objects...(but)...occasions for 

experience."1 

     Last Pieces is a set of four compositions for piano written in 1959.  The first and 

third are played slowly and softly; the second and fourth, fast and softly. (These latter 

two constitute some of the few instances in which Feldman created music to be played 

rapidly.)  In all four pieces, durations of the individual sounds are free and left to the 

discretion of the performer.  The third composition in the set will be considered here 

(Example 1).  Before proceeding to a discussion of the work in its entirety, the various 

compositional procedures that are employed will be considered.    

     As will be shown, the first five sounds of the piece foreshadow, in microcosm, the 

entire work (Example 2).  These five sonorities are remarkable in the numerous ways 

they reflect the salient features of the entire composition.  Of these five sounds, the first 

three set off a chain of events that culminates in the fourth.  The fifth and final sonority 

then returns to the first sound, though somewhat varied (the same two pitch classes are 

heard, but both are in new registers).   This marks, at one and the same time, both a 

return to the opening as well as an indication of future developments.  As with much of 

this composer's work, the sonic evolution is seamless.  Thus, to mark a division at this 
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Example 1: Last Pieces #3, Morton Feldman 
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point is, to some extent, an oversimplification.   Still, much can be learned by 

momentarily focusing attention on this brief opening passage. 

     Each sonority is played slowly and softly, seemingly isolated from one another.  As 

the composition proceeds, however, relationships proliferate and a clear hierarchy 

among the sonorities is established.  Finally, meaningful horizontal connections are 

defined and the sonorities themselves are linked together over time.  Thus, from 

apparently isolated, random events, a network of interconnections gradually emerges.   

 


