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Notes from NEPTA speaker series, March 26, 2018 
Speaker:  Bruce Brubaker 
Topic:  "Again and Again: Minimalism and Postminimalist Piano Music" 
 
Bruce Brubaker was very articulate and thoughtful and gave a very engaging presentation -- all without written 
notes (no pun intended).  He also performed various selections on the piano very expressively. 
 
He said that people often have preconceptions about the music and even a negative reaction to the word 
"minimalism."  Even the word "impressionism" in its day elicited a negative reaction (by the way, Debussy 
hated the term).  The term "baroque" as applied to music was never used in Bach's time.  These terms may 
initially have been intentionally applied negatively (the music is NOT something else).  Names may help us 
make sense of something, but they may be limiting. 
 
The biggest change in music generally called minimalist is the way time is managed.  Most music up to this 
period, even atonal or serial music, tells "stories."  The pieces progress, with a beginning, middle, and end.  
There is a clear structure.  Minimalist music, in a sense, has no beginning, no end.  We are in the middle, in 
medias res.  It occupies the present.  It bears some similarities to, and reflects the thought of, non-Western 
cultures.   
 
Time is experienced in different ways.  Jonathan Kramer, music theorist, discusses time.  He heard a 
performance of Erik Satie's Vexations, a one-page piece with an indication at the bottom of the page to repeat 
840 times.  (This piece was of interest to John Cage, Merce Cunningham, and others.)  Kramer attended a 
tag-team performance.  At first he was bored; the "information content" was soon exhausted; but then he gave 
in to it and experienced vertical time -- the present moment -- and became more aware of tiny variations.  
 
Brubaker mentioned that it has been posited that perception of the passage of musical time may have some 
relation to linguistic factors in various cultures. 
 
Minimalism suggests harmonic stasis. 
 
Brubaker performed a selection from a nonminimalist piece of Philip Glass from 1980, from "Metamorphosis II" 
(part of a set of five).  The selection was Etude No. 9 (previously listed as No. 4).  Glass has written quite a bit 
of music for piano.  There are also transcriptions for piano (done by others) of his opera and film scores (e.g., 
The Hours). 
 
With minimalist music, the relationship of the composer to the musical experience of the listener differs from 
that of earlier music.  Minimalism invites participation of listeners.  The composer is not authoritarian, 
controlling everything, with the performer following instructions, and the listener a fairly passive recipient.  
Instead, minimalist music invites more equal participation, a group activity with the composer as "scriptor."  
Music is a circuit:  Sounds go out and are received.  There is an emphasis on participation of the listener. 
 
Brubaker, who has a classical background, said he was initially not interested in minimalist music; it bored him.  
However, when he started playing it, he felt its connection to the audience and its power.  It is more accessible 
to a broader audience, including the young; it has influenced and been influenced by pop music; related to 
electronically looped music. 
 
In minimalism, repetition is featured in a different way from earlier music (e.g., ground bass in a chaconne).  
Music without rests, perpetual motion, is not new.  Referring to postminimalism, Brubaker said that most 
composers who had been minimalist composers initially are now writing other things, though they may use 
minimalist, repetitive elements. 
 
We listened to a recording of Brubaker on the piano in a performance of China Gates (1977?) by John Adams, 
with a continuous stream of 8th notes but with harmonic richness.   
 
Brubaker referred to the psychological term "entrainment."  [Wikipedia:  Entrainment (biomusicology), the 
synchronization of organisms to an external rhythm.]  He said that there is evidence that even in observation of 
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someone else who is doing something, such as running, playing music, the observer's corporal systems get 
fired, stimulated.  Observation becomes a visceral experience. 
 
In France, the term "repetitive music" is being used, rather than minimalism. 
 
Brubaker performed part of Mad Rush by Glass.  It was originally not written down; units could be added 
(modular).  However, with Glass, once he wrote things down, it was set, without choice by performer. 
 
Brubaker stressed the importance of timbre and overtones, of resonance in relation to the lower parts, with 
balance achieved from the bottom up.  He demonstrated this very effectively on the piano. 
 
He mentioned some links back to music of Josquin, Perotin, etc. 
 
He referred to our perception of speed with an analogy of driving:  When we look ahead, the mountains in the 
distance come closer only little by little; but if we look to the side, the scenery is whipping by.  We can shift 
between these two modes of perception. 
 
Referring to 2-against-3 rhythm, perhaps in the 18th century it wasn't played so precisely.  It may be 
appropriate sometimes to be less precise. 
 
Composer Meredith Monk has released some of her music in "Piano Album" and "Piano Album Two" (Boosey 
and Hawkes).  Brubaker played a recording of Railroad (solo piano) and also the beginning of Ellis Island 
(1981) for two pianos.  We also heard a recording of Monk's Totentanz (2006) performed by Brubaker and 
Ursula Oppens, originally written for several instruments, here for two pianos.  He also mentioned Monk's 
String Songs. 
 
This music may be called postminimalism, a melting pot, with elements of repetitive music but with other 
elements as well. 
 
Brubaker has recorded music of composer Niko Muhly, who had been an assistant to Glass.  The MET 
commissioned Muhly to write an opera.  We heard a recording of his Drones and Piano, with live piano 
(Brubaker) and recorded backing sounds. 
 
Brubaker performed a Glass piece called Wichita Vortex Sutra, the title of a poem by Alan Ginsberg. 
 
Globalism has influenced Glass.  He has been influenced by Indian music.  Glass worked with Ravi Shankar; 
he had a job in France transcribing some of Shankar's music into Western notation.   He has also been 
influenced by African music, drumming. 
 
To close, Brubaker said that the only danger for us is to expect things to stay the same. 
 
 
 
Notes submitted by Barbara Engel 


