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[166] 

 

 

Epilogue: and then? 

 

 More than ten years after the publication of the Traité des Objets Musicaux, the 

author, in his third edition, added a postscript entitled In search of music itself, in which he 

spelt out the basic misunderstanding which greeted this work: people presumed to reproach 

him for not being what he had never claimed to be! 

 “The main fault of this work is indeed that it remains the only one. More than six 

hundred pages on objects weigh down one side of the scales. To balance them out the author 

also ought to have produced a Traité des Organisations Musicales  of equivalent weight. 

 Would those who censure me be so good as to excuse me: I had neither the time nor 

the genius to embark on such a work, in a field where, furthermore, everything has yet to be 

done. 

 The Traité des Objets Musicaux can, therefore, be interpreted in two ways: positively, 

as a bridgehead, from the point of view of materials and the faculties of hearing. Negatively, 

as having missed the point, since it seems to ignore the other bank, of combinations which 

give meaning to collections of objects. Between these two banks, a deep river: referential 

structures, that term vague or precise according to usage and users, describing the 

intermediate configurations by means of which the river can be crossed.” (663) 

 So what is to be done? Lots of things. Especially if the assertion has been made that 

music is not of one type: “We maintain that there are musics, and that there are not solely 

differences of genres (such as lyrical or symphonic), but doubtless differences of nature. For 

the arts which involve the ear, there could be as great a variety as in the arts which use 

space.” (679-680) 

 It seems that the originality of this hypothesis was misperceived, misunderstood: what 

a revolution, what a change of perspective if we accept it! None of the problems which people 

present at the moment is beyond the consequences of such an idea. On that basis, if we allow 

that there are several musics, we can look afresh at contemporary works, and wonder what 

they really communicate, no longer taking for granted that we can perceive the composer’s 

intentions as a matter of course. 
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 Thus, the research in the Traité, begun with objects, can be continued with works: 

“Where these are concerned, we shall put the researcher back into the initial situation 

recommended by the Traité for isolated sounds. We shall suppose he has the same, perhaps 

excessive ambition: to consider the general notion of (musical) works just as he considered 

(sound) objects. As a consequence he will [167] have to renounce almost all traditional 

approaches, or at least avoid inappropriately applying his particular cultural references to 

the whole field. The project would certainly be insane if it did not rest on the possibility of 

experimental outcomes similar to those which guided previous research.” (681-682) 

 To composers themselves, and not only researchers, we suggest exercises to develop 

the art of better listening. Better listening to what they compose or what others compose. 

 Furthermore, music will no longer be based on preconceived notions: “If we only make 

the music that we can conceive of, we perpetuate banality. If we challenge the absurd, we 

encounter refusals, and it is very fortunate for us. Because, our own needs are revealed by 

our successes and sometimes chance comes to our aid. What is ‘inherent to man’, can be 

disclosed to us by music: let us only learn to be guided by our divinations, rather than our 

deliberations.” (700) 

 Is not music indeed another way of knowing? “In contrast to science which ensures 

the mastery of nature, it can in a complementary sense, shed light on us ourselves. But the 

way of knowing which it offers is not the same as anthropology, does not respond to a purely 

– and coldly – intellectual curiosity. What interests us in fact, is less to explain our own 

mechanisms than to activate them, in a word to live and no longer be alone in the world.” 

(700) 

 All the author can do is refer man back to the question of music: if, to repeat the final 

words of the Traité, music is: “man disclosed to man, in the language of things” (662), it is up 

to man to work out the consequences, and to stop the reassuring pretence that the essence of 

music is “objective”. It is himself that he engages in the “battle” which the musical act is, his 

flesh and his being. By referring the musicianly man back to his ear and his perceptual 

structures, that author of the Traité challenges the whole question of conventional music. 

Whether or not we follow him in his opinions, his denunciation of current music, we must 

recognize that the questions he asks are not negligible.  It is not necessary to be a “disciple” to 

acknowledge this. We simply hope to have given to these major questions – even if we don’t 

share in all of them – an increased chance of getting through to those who should be 

concerned: musicians, all people concerned with music, who usually get nothing from 

contemporary music but a formal discourse steeped in progressivist optimism. 
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 May this discourse, all pervading, mechanical, leave a little space for a true speech-

act, may certain words recapture a little of their meaning – at last. 
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[168]      Appendix 

 

THE SOUND OBJECT IN FIVE DIAGRAMS 

 

 Note: of the many diagrams in the Traité des Objets Musicaux, we have chosen five 

which contain almost all his fundamental concepts and which, above all, show the 

interrelationships created by these concepts: 

 - the Four Listening Modes diagram, because with its four sectors, numbered 

clockwise, it is fundamental to many of the diagrams throughout the work (including the 

Programme of Musical Research); 

 - the Final Summary of Listening Intentions (called BIFINTEC), because it explains 

the fundamental concepts of Reduced Listening and the Sound Object;  

 - the Programme of Musical Research, because it summarises the whole intended 

programme of research. The quite complex principles of the PROGREMU are explained in 

the article ‘Music Theory’ (38); 

 - the two summary diagrams for Typology (TARTYP) and for Music Theory as a 

whole (TARSOM), because, as their name indicates, they recapitulate what the Theory has 

achieved; 

 In this Guide, these diagrams are frequently referred to by their acronyms which are 

our own invention, intended only to make it easier to use them. 
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[169] 

1. Four listening modes diagram 

 

 

 

 For this diagram see: FOUR LISTENING MODES (6), ABSTRACT/CONCRETE (15). 
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[170] 

2. Final summary table of listening intentions (BIFINTEC, fig. 2, p. 154) 

           

 For this diagram, see REDUCED LISTENING (11), SOUND OBJECT (12), as well 

as INTENTION (9), and IDENTIFICATION/DESCRIPTION (23), VALUE/ 

CHARACTERISTIC (28), FACTURE (62), ABSTRACT/CONCRETE (15). 
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[171] 

3. Programme of Musical Research (PROGREMU, fig. 24, p. 369) 

 

 To understand this diagram, see  MUSIC THEORY (38) and FOUR LISTENING 
MODES (6). See also TYPOLOGY (41), MORPHOLOGY (43), CHARACTEROLOGY 
(46), ANALYSIS/SYNTHESIS (48). … and also at TYPE (42), CLASS (44), GENRE (47), 
SPECIES (49), as well as ARTICULATION/STRESS (59), FORM/MATTER (60), 
CRITERION/DIMENSION (50), VALUE/CHARACTERISTIC (28), VARIATION/ 
TEXTURE  (28), and at MUSICALITY/SONORITY (27), IDENTIFICATION/ 
DESCRIPTION (23),    MUSICAL/MUSICIANLY   (16),   OBJECT/STRUCTURE (22),  
CONTEXT/CONTEXTURE (24)
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[172] 
4. Summary diagram of Typology (TARTYP, fig. 34, p. 459) 

 

 For the central boxes (N, N', N", X, X', X", Y, Y', Y") see BALANCED SOUNDS 

(71). 

 For intermediary boxes (Hn, Hx, Tx-Tn, Zn, Zx, Zy) see REDUNDANT SOUNDS 

(73) and HOMOGENEOUS SOUNDS (74). 

 For boxes at the periphery, see EXCENTRIC SOUNDS (76), and also, for special 

cases: 

 E (SAMPLE): 82; 

 T (WEFT): 78; 

 W (LARGE NOTE): 80; 

  (FRAGMENT): 80; 

 K (CELL): 79; 

 P (OSTINATO): 81; 

 A (ACCUMULATION): 83; 

 For the classification principle, see MASS/FACTURE (68), DURATION/ 

VARIATION (69) and BALANCE/ORGINALITY (70). 

 Also see ITERATIVE (64) and IMPULSE (63). 
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[173] 

5. Summary diagram of the Theory of Musical Objects (TARSOM, fig. 41, p. 584-587) 

 

 This diagram shows the 7 morphological criteria (see: MORPHOLOGICAL 

CRITERIA, 88) in horizontal rows from 1 to 7, and in vertical columns (numbered 1 to 9) 

various distinctions arising from the various stages of the programme for musical research. 

 Reference should therefore be made, on the one hand: 

 - for criteria, to the sections MASS (89), DYNAMIC (96), HARMONIC TIMBRE 

(93), MELODIC PROFILE (99), MASS PROFILE (100), GRAIN (95), ALLURE (98); 

 - and on the other hand, for the description and evaluation to which they give rise, to 

the sections TYPE (42), CLASS (44), GENRE (47), and SPECIES (49), and also 

SITE/CALIBRE (51), and to WIDTH (52), WEIGHT (53), RELIEF (54), IMPACT (55), 

MODULE (56). 
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