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"There never was in my mind any doubt about the bea uty of  Feldman's music.  I t  is ,  in fact ,  somet imes 

too beaut i fu l .  The f lavor of  that  beauty,  which for merly seemed to me to be heroic,  str ikes me now as 

erot ic.  This impression is due, I  bel ieve, to Feldm an's tendency towards tenderness. 

He insists upon an act ion wi th in the gamut of  love."   

John Cage
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Fo r ewo r d

Thirty years have passed since Morton Feldman died at the age of 61 on September 3, 1987. During that period 

his music has continued to attract new performers and listeners, and it remains a multi-faceted subject of 

interest for researchers. It remains vibrantly alive. 

FeldmanÕs own writings speak to his awareness not on ly of how his music might fare as it became intertw ined 

with the fabric of music history, but also how composersÕ perceptions of music history shaped their own work. 

This interest is revealed in the following excerpt from one of his typescript writings (available in the 

University at Buffalo Music LibraryÕs Morton Feldman  Papers and published in B. H. FriedmanÕs Give My 

Regards to Eighth Street: Collected Writings of Morton Feldman).

ÒÉ I question whether the 20 th  century will be the mecca for a music no longer tradition bound. Quite the 

contrary. This is more an age that has been taken over by music history rather than music making. And 

an integral part of this history has been the element of control. It seems to follow; the less control, the 

less music history. What does control or non-control have to do with music history? Music history has no 

favorites; music history is a leveler. ThatÕs what w e have to watch out for. ThatÕs why weÕre in a hurr y.Ó  

And then, as if to counter his own statement, he added, Òwonderful aphorism - but we canÕt take refuge in 

aphorisms.Ó



The place of FeldmanÕs music in music history, the evolution of its reception, and the number of performances 

it continues to receive form but one component of FeldmanÕs continuing legacy. Kyle Gann eloquently spoke 

about FeldmanÕs lasting musical impact in his speech titled In Dispraise of Efficiency: Feldman, at the Seattle 

Icebreaker Festival January 27, 2008. FeldmanÕs approaches to dynamics, duration, and notation, and his 

rejection of compositional systems in favor of intuitive processes all contribute to the current musical 

environment in such a way that virtually all musicians are affected. In GannÕs words, 

ÒFor the first time, an enormous range of composers, from atonalists to tonalists, instrumental 

improvisers to laptop performers, feel free to work outside the idea of a particular musical language and 

to do so by intuition and feel. In a way Feldman completed what one might call the aborted musical 

revolution of the 1910s free-atonal years, granting us freedom from syntax or system and showing us 

how to use it, how to husband our resources in an open environment.Ó

Direct musical tributes - those works for which there is stated evidence of FeldmanÕs inf luence, whether as 

homage or as source material Ð are not unexpected signs of affection and inf luence for a composer of 

FeldmanÕs stature. One of the pages on Chris Villars Õs singular Morton Feldman website contains a list o n the 

Musical Homages page of 237 musical works either dedicated to, or written in homage to Morton Feldman 

There must be dozens more works that intentionally, or possibly unintentionally, ref lect or emulate some 

aspect of FeldmanÕs work. 

This unique homage by Chris Villars and Zahra Partovi is evidence of an entirely different aspect of FeldmanÕs 

legacy: the inf luence of his work and its aesthetic on artists outside music. What may be even more interesting 

than FeldmanÕs inf luence on other musicians is the re-interpretation of FeldmanÕs aesthetic through the 



visual and literary arts. Chris VillarsÕs Feldman site has two pages that list works by several visual artists and 

poets inspired by Feldman (the Art Gallery and Feldman Inspired Poems pages). It is justly fitting that visual 

artists should in some way try to re-interpret music by a composer who found so much inspiration in the 

works of visual artists. The circle is completed.

The synthesis of ChrisÕs words with ZahraÕs images within these pages is mystifyingly evocative of Morton 

FeldmanÕs music. It is an homage that ref lects how d eeply FeldmanÕs music can seep into oneÕs consciousn ess 

and linger as an almost inaudible soundtrack to everything that follows first hearing his music.   

John  Bewley,  Ph.D.

Associate  Librarian/Archivist

Music Library

University at Buffalo





Essay

There they stood, Morton Feldman and Edgard Var•se, at Town Hall, talking during intermission.  It was the 

early 60Õs and I was there too. I didnÕt have the confidence to offer a hand in introduction.  I simply watched 

them, intimidated by the moment as would be natural for a young student just beginning to delve into the 

world of the living composer. As a student at the Ma nhattan School of Music I had studied and performed  

Var•seÕs Ionisation, his seminal work for percussion  ensemble, a classic. I had heard several performan ces of 

Morton FeldmanÕs music and was surprised by this hulking figure of a man who wrote such soft, delicate, 

hauntingly beautiful music.

Ten years later, in 1972, Morton arrived in Buffalo as the visiting Slee Professor of Music at SUNY Buf falo, 

fresh from a DAAD residency in Berlin.  I had been in the Music Department for eight years by then as a 

member of a group of young players and composers established by Lukas Foss.  I had also been appointed to a 

position on the faculty as the percussion instructor.  We presented a series of new music concerts called 

Evenings for New Music at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo and Carnegie Recital Hall in New York 

City.  The first performance of MortonÕs music at an EFNM was in October 1972, the US premiere of Piano and 

Voices.  Joining Morton as performers were no less e stimable composer/pianists than Lukas Foss, David D el 

Tredici and Julius Eastman.

When I first began rehearsing and performing MortonÕs music on a regular basis, with him ever present, it 

was obvious to me that he held a degree of wariness w hen working with performers on his music.  I think that 

wariness was nurtured by a perceived lack of respect for his work by certain New York freelance musician s in 



the 1950Õs and 1960Õs. What he found in Buffalo was a group of performers who recognized his unique genius 

and genuinely attempted to hold performances of his music to the highest standards.  This was a new 

experience for him; one which led to a close bond with several musicians in our group, I, fortunately, among 

them.  

Morton lived and worked in Buffalo from 1972 until his death on September 3, 1987.  He was appointed Var•se 

Professor of Music in 1975.  He didnÕt drive, couldnÕt drive because of his poor eyesight.  He would arrange his 

teaching schedule to coincide with mine so that he could ride to campus with me.  I would pick him up several 

times a week at the Windsor Apartments on West Ferry Street and we talked, oh, how he talked on those 20 

minute trips.  Our conversations would range from his latest commissions to his newest Persian rug purchase 

and everything in-between.  We hatched plans for programs to take on tour and discussed which players he 

would want to tour with.  He would invite me up to sh ow me a score he was working on, see a new rug, play  me 

a chord or a few measures from a new piece.  The way he would just gently drop his hands on the keys, that 

Morty touch, not easy to duplicate, bespectacled eyes just a few inches from the keyboard, finding those 

gorgeous chords and then just dropping those hands.

After coming to Buffalo he received more and more invitations from Frankfurt, Cologne, Bremen, Berlin, 

Amsterdam, Rome, Stockholm, London and as far f lung as Shiraz, Iran.  He was not interested in traveling 

alone, he wanted to design concerts and to take some of us with him to present them.  Morton Feldman and 

Soloists was born. He lectured, we played Feldman, Cage, Xenakis, Schwitters, Brown, Wolff, Takemitsu.  

ÒSwankyÓ concerts, as Morty would say.  



The two composers who had the most lasting positive effect on the success of my career as a percussionist 

most certainly were Lukas Foss and Morton Feldman.  Both recognized something special in my playing, in my 

devotion to new chamber music, especially theirs, and quite frankly, in my propensity for keeping things 

running smoothly.  Percussionists need this skill set more than other instrumentalists given the logistics of 

organizing, lugging around and setting up all those instruments.  

ItÕs safe to say that those concerts as Morton Feldman and Soloists and, after his death, as The Feldman 

Soloists were the apex of my career as a musician. This was in no small degree because of f lutist Eberhard 

Blum who Morty discovered in Berlin in 1971-72.  He wasted no time in issuing an invitation to join our group 

in Buffalo.  Eberhard was especially devoted to the performance of the music of Morton Feldman, John Cage, 

Earle Brown and the American avant-garde. He produced numerous concerts and festivals of their music in 

Berlin and elsewhere in Germany throughout his long and distinguished career.  Eberhard and I became close 

friends and working partners soon after he arrived in Buffalo, performing MortonÕs music internationally 

with pianist/composer Nils Vigeland, MortonÕs revered former student, respected colleague and my long time 

devoted friend.  

Those were heady days.  The concerts, his lectures, the long train rides, the meals together, the cappuccinos 

Morty introduced me to in Venice, always Òmolto caldoÓ.  Driving a van full of percussion instruments all over 

the UK on a British Arts Council tour, with Nils following in the car with Morty and the rest of the group.  We 

all got along and made great music together Ñ Morty was in his element and he reveled in it.  ÒThose were the 

days my friend, we thought theyÕd never end.Ó  They did. They aways do.



ItÕs been 30 years since Morton left us.  IÕm not playing that much now, but occasionally the opportunity comes 

along to play a piece of MortonÕs again.  This happened recently at New Music on the Point in Vermont, a 

summer festival devoted to the music of young composers and established faculty composers played by young 

performers coached by equally well known faculty instrumentalists and singers.  Pianist/composer Amy 

Williams, f lutist Tim Munro and I played MortonÕs Cr ippled Symmetry for the 80 participants attending t his 

yearÕs festival, a dream audience.  The room was hus hed for the 90 minutes it took us to navigate this world of 

stunningly beautiful music. The sentiments expressed by some of the listeners, ÒIÕm not really a Feldman fan, 

but this was a religious experience IÕll never forget,Ó ÒI was moved to tears,Ó say volumes about the impact of 

MortonÕs music.  

I am delighted to have been asked to contribute this introduction to a loving and elegant tribute to the life and 

music of Morton Feldman.

Jan Williams

Buffalo

June 2017







E ch o i n g  p a i r s ,  w h o s e  a n c e s t o r s  

h e  h a d  s e e n  t h a t  d ay  o n  t h e  S qu a r e ,

t a ke  f l i g h t  a ga i n .  

No ,  n o !  T h ey  a r e  n o t  f r e e !  

H e  s a i d  t o  h i s  f r i e n d .

T h ey  a r e  r e l e n t l e s s ly  s e a r ch i n g  fo r  fo o d !  

H i s  fo o t s t e p s  d i s t u r b  t h e  fe e d i n g  b i r d s

ye t  d e l i g h t  t h e  p i l g r i m s  

a s  h e  p a u s e s  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  a n d  p o i n t  t h e  way.

E ch o e s  o f  t i m e  p a s t  f l y  a ga i n  i n  t i m e  p r e s e n t .

T h r o u g h  l i g h t  a n d  s h a d ow  o n  t h e  S qu a r e

we  r e a ch  o u t  t o  f i n d  h i s  m e m o r y.  

Echoing pairs,  whose ancestors 

he had seen that day on the Square,

take f l ight  again.  

No, no! They are not f ree!  

He said to his f r iend.

They are relent lessly searching for food! 

His footsteps disturb the feeding birds

yet del ight  the pi lg r ims 

as he pauses to te l l  s tor ies and point  the way.

Echoes of  t ime past f ly  again in t ime present.

Through l ight  and shadow on the Square

we reach out to f ind his memory.  



He was 14.

She gave him money to buy his own piano.

He went to SteinwayÕs on 57th Street

and picked a baby grand.

Day af ter  day

at the piano in the f ront bay window

of the fami ly home,

he discovered new sounds.



I t  was sunny and warm. 

He went to the beach to swim and l ie in the sun.

Closed eyes. The sun on his skin.  

Si lence. 
Sea swel l .

Distant laughter.

A beach bal l  bouncing.

Cal l  of  gul ls f rom afar.

Tinny rat t le of  a t ransistor radio.

Music of  sof t  sounds. 



Rack s  o f  nea t ly  bu t toned  ch i l d renÕs  coa ts 

once  s tood  aga ins t  t he  wa l l s .

Look  now!

F ra i l  and  t ransparen t  l ace  revea ls  a  b lue  vase 

and  a  sma l l  f ly i ng  ho rse  woven  in  go ld  th read .

S team no  longer  b i l l ows  f rom g igan t i c  p resses  i ns ide .

No  worke rs  can  be  found  chu rn ing  i ndus t r i a l  sew ing  m ach ines .

Con ta ined  and  p r i va te ,  new l i fe  i nhab i t s  the  space  o f  l i fe  pas t .



Sounds hairsbreadth apart

seem to s l ip away.

Patterns,  asymmetry and lost  memory

carry the depart ing notes.

Listen to hear them 

come back again.

Echoes of  pat terns

in memory found. 



The composer in his studio

tapes a piece of  canvas to the wal l

and draws a graph.

Slowly,  wi th a painterÕs eye,

he f i l ls  out  the gr id,

spreading sounds

through t ime.



And suddenly today, 

in a downtown music store  

they were playing his piece.

with that  depart ing B f lat  . . . .  

Unbearable beauty.

I f  you have 

a feel ing,  

a tact i le feel ing 

for  the instrument . . . .

Then a s ing le f inger 

lowers to produce 

a B f lat ,  and

you just  want to fa int .  

Was i t  on the B train

he brought the B f lat  across? 

326 Monroe doesnÕt exist  anymore.

Where he found a f r iend.

Yet beyond the br idge 

his sounds resonated 

to those captur ing them 

as they departed. 



Amidst c louds of  c igaret te smoke and long drawn si lences 

he fashioned a revolut ion.

Sound cl imbed the barr icade of  o ld schoolroom furni ture

and raised i ts f lag.

We sprawled on the f loor 

eschewing the few chairs.

Hanging on to every word

sound, s i lence, 

nothing, everything.



Eating, dr inking, smoking. 

Dr inking, eat ing,  smoking. Smoking, 

dr inking, eat ing.

And talk ing.  Talk ing,  ta lk ing,  ta lk ing. 
For twenty years the two men prowled the ci ty 

looking for movies and good cheap restaurants. 

The painter f inds a new voice. 

Arms, legs,  hooded f igures, 
horseshoes, bott les,  l ight  bulbs, 

paint  brushes, c igaret tes,  chips. 

 Nothing can hal t  the f low! 

The composer turns his head and walks away.

Eat ing,  dr inking, smoking. 

Dr inking, eat ing,  smoking. Smoking, dr inking, eat ing.

And talk ing.  Always talk ing. 

Twenty years,  wi th the f r iend he never knew. 



1955 :  Lex ing ton  Avenue

Ho led  up  i n  h i s  apa r tmen t

above  where  the  p i zza  p lace  i s  now.  

Ò IÕve  sen t  C  to  he r  pa ren ts  and  had  
the  phone  in  ou r  apa r tmen t  tu rned  o f f

so  I  can  work  on  ano the r  p iano  p iece  . . . .

Bu t  s t i l l  I  canÕt  work .Ó

T ime  fo r  wa i t i ng .

He  reconnec ts  the  phone ,  

ca l l s  up  h i s  w i fe ,

goes  down  fo r  a  p i zza .

Ò I  accep t  t he  i nexp l i cab le

Th ings  a re  bo rn  i n  th i s  wa i t i ng .Ó



In his studio 

the painter decides 

to add a photograph 

to the canvas. 

The reds, the yel lows, 

and now suddenly 

a photograph of 

Kennedy. 

Suddenly now, 

af ter  years of  avoidance, 

the composer wr i tes 

a complete melody. 

Breaking into the 

quiet  succession of  d iscrete sounds,  

l ike a photograph in a Rauschenberg, 

he col lages a melody. 



Whi teness  o f  pu res t  marb le .  

A  marb le  f r i eze .  Marb le  f i gu res  wa i t .

Wi th  the  f i rs t  no tes ,  

t he  p rocess ion  beg ins .
DonÕt  change  the  f l u te .

Long  in to  the  p iece ,  

t he  p ian i s t  i s  p lay ing  a  s ing le  no te .  

The  concen t ra t i on  i s  t ang ib le .  

Then  the  f l u te ,  

a  s ing le  no te  repea t ing .  

Wh i teness  o f  pu res t  marb le .  
An  ac t  w i thou t  words .



W e b e r n

C a g e

S c h u b e r t
S t r a v i n s k y

M o n d r i a n

G u s t o n

P o l l o c k

R o t h k o

K l i n e

D e  K o o n i n g

R a u s c h e n b e r g

J o h n s

K a f k a

B e c k e t t

K i e r k e g a a r d

P a s t e r n a k

O Õ H a r a

M o t h e r

S o u n d s

S e a

P a t t e r n s

T h e  C a t

C i g a r e t t e s

G r i d s

G r a p h s

P e r s i a n  F r i e z e s

N a v a h o  T e x t i l e s

T u r k i s h  R u g s

N e w  Y o r k

F r i e n d s

G r a n d m o t h e r

P i a n o
M a d a m e  P r e s s

F o u n t a i n  P e n

C o m f o r t a b l e  C h a i r

W r i t i n g  D e s k

T h i n k i n g

V e l l u m  P a p e r

C o f f e e
E i g h t h  S t r e e t

S o u n d s

S o u n d s

T a l k i n g

V a r • s e

S i n g i n g



Faint ly f rom his apartment

one hears ÒDeath and the Maiden.Ó

Al l  day,  same record.

Are you crying?

You are cry ing.



Mother  d ied  i n  1984 .

He  wro te  a  p iece .

He  mourned

h is  mo the r.

He  mourned  h i s  f r i end .

ÒFor  Ph i l i p  Gus tonÓ



I n  the  dese r t  a t  Mar i ,

t he  g round  p lan  o f  an  anc ien t  pa lace

is  a  g r i d - l i ke  s t ruc tu re  w i th  many  rooms .

Sus ta ined  resonances  b lu r  and  merge  the  pa t te rns .

Mus ic  hove rs  and  d reams .

T ime  becomes  a  fa r  ho r i zon .



By now we are lost .

You tel l  me youÕve seen that t ree before.

Do you mean you have heard 

that chord before?

The biggest butterf ly in capt iv i ty 

opens i ts wings

of i r idescent s i lver 

t reble G -  bass D, G sharp. 

G f lat  -  C sharp,  F,  hal f  pedal  through.

Hands cross over a depart ing landscape

of memory forms

lost  in suspended t ime.



Grey  sky  ove r  the  l ake .

Grey  wa te r  be low.

She  i s  he re  aga in ,

the  sop rano ,

revo lv ing  i t  a l l .

F rom mach ine - l i ke  pu l se  

to  gen t le  d ream,  

by  way  o f  ne i the r.



His  p iano  fo l l owed  h im abou t  

l i ke  a  m isch ievous  dog .

I f  you  t r i ed  to  p lay  any  mus ic  

o the r  than  h i s  

i t  snapped  a t  you r  hee ls  

un t i l  you  comp l ied .

I t  fo l l owed  h im a l l  t he  way  to  the  end .

I t  sa t  i n  h i s  apa r tmen t  

on  the  day  he  d ied .  

I t  sa t  by  the  door,  wh imper ing  so f t ly,  

un t i l  someone  

gen t ly  c losed  the  l i d .



I n  s low  mot ion  the  f i nge r  descends

w i th  t rep ida t i on  o f  t he  f i rs t  t ouch

in  l ove -mak ing .

Tender ly,
tender ly.

Hero i c  to  e ro t i c .

Harmon ics  sound .

The  hand  gen t ly  eases  back  the  key
and  the  f i nge rs  s tea l  no i se less ly  away.

An  ac t i on  w i th in  the  gamut  o f  l ove .



This door,  as he approached, 

gent ly opened.

When he lef t ,  

i t  gent ly c losed.

Lef t  a lone inside, 

his apartment c leared i ts throat,

and sang sof t ly to i tsel f

Nei ther.



A hand spoke to stone
of the softness and frailty of f lesh.
The stone endured.

A hand spoke to stone
of the love and strength of the spirit.
The spirit endured.

The hand laid stones 
light as feathers
upon the stone, solid in ground.

The stone endured the weight.
The stone accepted the gif t.

The stone nodded.



He f i rs t  me t  he r  when  he  was  a  ch i l d .  

She  sa t  by  h i s  s ide  as  h i s  mo the r  

p i cked  ou t  a  s imp le  tune  

on  the  fam i ly  p iano .

She  was  beau t i f u l  and  he  fe l l  i n  l ove .  

Beau ty  s tood  by  h i s  s ide

wh i le  he  worked  in  the  fac to r y.

She  took  h i s  hand  and  swayed  h im

away  f rom the  po r ta l s  o f  I vy  League .

She  touched  h i s  sou l  and  he  neve r  fo rgo t  he r.    

She  gu ided  h im th rough  
so f t  dec ibe l s  o f  sounds .

He  fo l l owed  he r  th rough  

vas t ,  un fami l i a r  p laces .

Beau ty  became h i s  pe rpe tua l  ques t .

L i s ten  now,  you  sha l l  ge t  a  

g l impse  o f  he r  pass ing  th rough

as  a  sh immer ing  tapes t r y  

o f  sounds  un fo ld ing  . . . . . . . .





S p a c e s

K l i n e

Echoes
Washington Square

Enigma
Washington Square

Sounds
Washington Square

Death & the Maiden
Washington Square

Heroes
Washington Square

Perpetual Quest
Washington Square

Mother
Woodside

Child
Far Rockaway

Time Present & Time Past
Woodside

Canvas of Music
Manhattan Bridge

Silence
Eighth Street

Friend
Washington Square

Memory
Eighth Street

Neither
Lake Erie 

Piano
Erie Canal

Touch
DUMBO

Feldman Leaving Us
Buffalo

Resting
Beth Moses Cemetery

Mourning
Far Rockaway

Time Present & Time Past
Manhattan Bridge

Time Present & Time Past
Lexington Ave.

Canvas of Music
East 87th Street

Patterns
Woodside Subway

E ch o i n g  p a i r s ,  w h o s e  a n c e s t o r s  

h e  h a d  s e e n  t h a t  d ay  o n  t h e  S qu a r e ,

t a ke  f l i g h t  a ga i n .  

No ,  n o !  T h ey  a r e  n o t  f r e e !  

H e  s a i d  t o  h i s  f r i e n d .

T h ey  a r e  r e l e n t l e s s ly  s e a r ch i n g  fo r  fo o d !  

H i s  fo o t s t e p s  d i s t u r b  t h e  fe e d i n g  b i r d s

ye t  d e l i g h t  t h e  p i l g r i m s  

a s  h e  p a u s e s  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  a n d  p o i n t  t h e  way.

E ch o e s  o f  t i m e  p a s t  f l y  a ga i n  i n  t i m e  p r e s e n t .

T h r o u g h  l i g h t  a n d  s h a d ow  o n  t h e  S qu a r e

we  r e a ch  o u t  t o  f i n d  h i s  m e m o r y.  












