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pinch a stretched rubber band exactly in
the middle and twang it, the tone goes up
an octave; if you pinch it according to
smaller fractions, the remainder of the
harmonic series results.) Horns and trom­
bones eventually take up a cascading
theme that has an open-air, Alpine qual­
ity: Wagner, in the prelude to "Rhein­
gold," unfurls a similar sequence ofinter­
vals. Piercing chords 01+ an accordion also
hint at the premodern world.

Yet Haas is no nostalgist or sentimen­
talist. Just when the music seems to attain
a state of primordial tranquillity, trem­
bling sounds lead to a recurrence of the
"snowstorm." There is a huge slowdown,
as ifa computer simulation were malfunc­
tioning. From an almost total standstill,
the halo-like overtones reemerge, with
the lights again going down. Then comes
one of the most animally thrilling epi­
sodes that any composer has created since
Ligeti was at the height ofhis powers. As
in the Third String OY-artet, players can­
not see the score, and so they work from
memorized modules. At the climax, all
these shimmering fragments are derived
from a fundamental C, meaning that the
music accumulates a glorious sheen, like a
new dawn of tonality. Repeated gong
strokes add to the sense ofelemental rit­
ual. A revelation is at hand. But it all goes
awry: notes bend from their "natural"
paths, the lights come back up, the fran­
tically scurrying figures return, and, after
several herky-jerky accelerations and de­
celerations, the music abruptly switches
off. And you finally understand the title:
a new kind ofbeauty seems ready to come
into the world, but in the light of day it
falters, and we end up back where we
started.

Haas wrote "in vain" in the wake ofthe
rise of the right-wing Freedom Party in
the 1999 Austrian elections: the piece
conveyed, in part, his despair in the face of
decaying hopes for social progress. The
title also bears a trace of Biblical injunc­
tion, a warning ofthe wages ofpride. Yet
that exalting glimpse ofa nocturnal para­
dise of sound lingers in the mind. This
modem masterwork transforms the con­
cert hall into a place of shuddering mys­
tery, suggesting that the way oftruth goes
through the dark. •
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More on Georg Friedrich Haas.

jointed tonal language, it sounded no less
strange than the contemporary score that
surrounded it. Weirdness is in the ear of
the beholder.

I n the past decade, Haas, who is now
fifty-seven and living in Basel, Switzer­

land, has emerged as one ofthe major Eu­
ropean composers ofhis generation. He is
allied with the French spectralist school,
which draws musical material from a close
analysis ofovertones and other properties
of sound. Haas also esteems various
American experimental composers, par­
ticularly those who are concerned with
microtonality, the division of the octave
into more than the usual twelve pitches.
In this way, he bridges a gap between
American and European musical com­
munities that historically have had little to
say to each other. What sets him apart
from many of his European contempo­
raries is that he is not afraid of theatrical
gestures, opulent expanses ofsound, land­
scapes on an almostWagnerian scale. Not
for him the studiously fragmented mod­
ernist discourse that Ligeti once defined
as "event-pause--event." He is an eso­
teric Romantic, dwelling on the majesty
and terror ofthe sublime.

On November 12th, I went up to
EMPAC-the dazzlingly high-tech per­
formance complex at Rensselaer Poly­
technic Institute, in Troy, New York­
to hear Haas's "in vain" (2000), a work
for twenty-four instruments which un­
folds in a continuous seventy minutes.
The performers were from the Argento
Chamber Ensemble, which, under the
direction ofMichel Galante, has become
an essential source of adventurous new
music in New York. (The JACK's Sep­
tember rendition of "In iij. Noct." was
part ofa Haas mini-festival that Galante
curated.) The Rensselaer hall, which has
warmly precise acoustics, is ideal for
Haas: his whispers and roars came across
with extreme clarity.

"In vain" is a narrative of oppositions,
setting light against darkness, dissonance
against pure intervals, modern tuning
against natural resonances. It begins with
rapid, swirling patterns, like snow in high
wind. Toward the end ofthe opening sec­
tion, Haas asks that the lights in the hall
be gradually turned down, signalling a
shift into a different realm: the instru­
ments abandon equal-tempered tuning
and follow the overtone series. (If you
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