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CORNELIUS CARDEW: FOUR PRINCIPLES ON IRELAND
AND OTHER PIECES

Cornelius Cardew (piano)

Cramps Records (Milan) CRSLP 6106, Nova Musicha N.6
(Not yet available in this country)

MALCOLM BARRY

The career of Cornelius Cardew has been consistent in at least one
respect. Since about 1960 he has been the most challenging single
English musician, continually questioning, and causing to be quest-
ioned, the criteria for judging music, either through his own work or
by being the agency through which novel developments have passed
and are brought to our attention. The ex-assistant of Stockhausen
who outdid The Master with the intricacy of the ground plan of
Treatise, foreshadowed the new attitude to tonality in Volo Solo
and became the harbinger of relaxation and simplicity with The
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Great Learning remains in the vanguard: his current preoccupation
with the political significance of (his) music has been influential.
Regular readers of Contact will not need reminding of Cardew's
attitudes to his own earlier music and of the purposes of his current
compositions.?

This record includes music from the Piano Album 1973, the
score of which is reviewed separately in this issue, and Piano Album
1974. Thirteen short pieces, firmly tonal and almost defiantly
euphonious, are played by the composer. There are pieces based on
Chinese folk and theatre songs, Irish revolutionary ballads and
traditional proletarian songs as well as original compositions. The
techniques used are those of virtuosic decoration and variation,
though the principal theme is never obscured by the latter and
remains firmly in the forefront. A variety of styles is used, from a
Brahmsian treatment of The Red Flag through Debussy and other
techniques of expanded tonality to a straightforward transcription
of a rock idiom. The pieces sound well and idiomatic and are, for
the most part, played definitively, although there are one or two
examples of a single bar where a ‘re-take’ would not have come
amiss.

The record was made in Italy and, at the time of writing, no
British distribution has been arranged. An aspect of the difficulty of
distribution may well lie in the cover, for if the problem of the
embodiment of concrete ideas in music remains a philosophical
discussion, photographs in which the words ““You are now entering
Free Derry” figure prominently or which picture demonstrations in
support of the Provisional IRA leave no doubt of the sympathies of
this particular musician and, presumably, the message of his music.
Such presentation is scarcely likely to commend itself to those large
record companies that arrange distribution for small labels. Cardew
is not Paul Mc Cartney, pace Give Ireland back to the Irish.

The music is simple and convincing, the melodies and rhythms
clear and the harmonies unproblematic and ‘right’. All the pieces
have significance beyond themselves, i.e. they are composed with a
specific meaning in mind and they aim either to persuade or to
document. Whether this is achieved, given the use of generally un-
familiar material (Chinese songs, for example) is open to doubt,
although the unfamiliarity is, perhaps, not such a problem: prog-
ramme notes on music of all kinds seem an essential part of concerts
and, once the embodied meaning is communicated verbally, the
music can speak on its own terms. Compare Liszt's propagation by
paraphrase of 19th century music; the activities of Cardew are not
so different in type.

The deliberate simplicity of the music, its style and purposes,
represent the challenges of Cardew's current output rather than the
music itself: a position opposed to that of most contemporary music.
Most of Cardew’s works force the reviewer to reconsider his criteria
for the assessment of music and to' state a position, for the familiar
props disappear. For a moment music is no longer to be understood
as an autonomous language, and historical process as marching with
Darwinian force towards the future with originality as its sine qua
non. The dialectic of its evolution is suspended precisely because an
avantgarde composer dares to write music that has signatures of
time and key; if the doctrine of progress is so tenuous (or so vague
as to be all embracing), one wonders why the tunnelling towards the
ultimate audio-musical ideal continues beneath the streets of Paris.
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Cardew might thus be seen as an instrument of liberation for com-
posers — “let a hundred flowers blossom’’ — for, in his wilful dis-
regard for ‘musical history’ by the extreme eclecticism of his style,
the precarious mannerism of our age is thrown into relief: there is
little historical necessity for most avantgarde music, either actually
or musically. The record could also be liberating for listeners, once
they have realised that the lack of problems in the music is not itself
a problem, and if they have the courage to tear the blinkers of a
fake musico-historical consciousness from their ears.

The purpose of the music is ideological and extra-musical;
judgement of its success in this direction must be a matter for each
individual, and the music does not fail if the record is not in the list
of best selling albums. The success of the music as music depends
also on the individual listener, and if he has the courage of his own
ears he may even come to outgrow the somewhat patronising
attitude taken up towards Cardew in certain quarters. If the avant-
garde past is forgotton, ‘light music’ might be a suitable epithet for
the record, providing pejorative associations are not implied.

The past, however, cannot be forgotton. Cardew still has ‘a
name’: hence the record and hence this review. Whether any other
musician starting from Cardew’s present position would receive this
attention is at least doubtful, which is, perhaps, a vindication of
Cardew's attitude towards avantgarde music (he calls it “‘exclusive,
fragmented, indifferent to reality’’ and attacks it for its class charac-

ter). The record, simply by being made, has thus already achieved a
kind of success.

NOTES:

1See Contact 8 (Summer 1974), pp. 34-37, Contact 10 (Spring
1975), pp. 22-27 and Contact 11 (Summer 1975), pp. 44-45.
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