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Tick-Tock 
 

Trying to explain time concisely is difficult due to its complexity and 

multifaceted nature. For the philosopher, it is a poetic concept, where it is 

continuously debated whether it is subjective, a product of human consciousness 

and perception or an objective notion that exists independently of human 

experience and perception. Almost as a possible answer, a psychologist, views 

time as a subjective experience that is influenced by factors such as emotion, 

attention, and context that play a significant role in decision-making. When 

comparing the relationship between the expressions of each, it seems extremely 

paradoxical to go beyond this, especially when even the reality of the concept of 

time is a matter of debate among many. Nonetheless, as McTaggart puts it "[...] 

in all ages, the belief in the unreality of time has proved singularly attractive" 

(McTaggart, 1908). In the world of physics, however, time is a mundane concept, 

it is considered to be a fundamental dimension of the universe (spacetime) that 

helps us understand the progression of events and their relationships, as Albert 

Einstein's theory of relativity suggests. 

Art, on the other side, exists both in temporal dimension and space due to 

its quality of being a medium of human expression that can be experienced 

through time and physical space. Regarding both these dimensions Mark Evan 

Bonds says: 

 

 

 

 

 

He believes that any written account of a series of events requires physical 

space, and visualising these events through spatial depictions takes time to 

comprehend. In terms of time, art forms like music have traditionally been 

 



appreciated as a temporal sequence of sounds and musical phrases revealing over 

time and building on the previous one to create a cohesive whole. Such aim of 

temporal sequence in a musical work often refers to a structure which is called 

musical form. These conventional musical forms, which came about as 

composers endeavoured to experiment with fresh techniques for organizing 

musical concepts and structures, have been extensively studied by musical 

analysts and college students for many decades repeatedly. These forms typically 

adhere to specific and almost rule like principles, such as utilizing particular keys, 

gestures, and themes. As a parallel illustration with both the place of these 

fundamental principles and the temporal and spital dimensions in music, Bonds 

says, a narrative that describes a series of events often relies on spatial imagery, 

which is represented in music typically through a "move to the dominant" to 

signify a return to the principal idea (Bonds, 2010, p. 266). According to him, 

temporal and spital dimensions are interconnected and not at all separate from 

each other, and states that "every account of form—either as an a priori construct 

or as applied to a specific work of music—draws on both approaches to varying 

degrees" (Bonds, 2010, p. 266).  

In meanings of a priori and posteriori constructs1, Nicholas Cook, when writing 

about the Golden section and the Fibonacci series' occurrences in the music of 

composers such as Bartok, Debussy, Machaut, and Haydn, aims to answer the 

question of why these composers chose to plan their music using these 

"proportional schemes". Is this a conscious choice? Or an unconscious one(?), as 

Cook put it, "[...] perhaps pieces just look right to their composers when the 

relative lengths of their sections converge upon certain mathematical 

 
1 A priori; (According to Merriam-Webster) “[…] Latin for from the former, is traditionally 
contrasted with a posteriori. The term usually describes lines of reasoning or arguments 
that proceed from the general to the particular, or from causes to effects. Whereas a 
posteriori knowledge is knowledge based solely on experience or personal observation, a 
priori knowledge is knowledge that comes from the power of reasoning based on self-
evident truths.” 
 



proportions" (Cook, 1987, p. 23). As another possible answer, Cook also suggests 

the probability that these proportional schemes could potentially affect how 

listeners perceive the aesthetic quality of music, causing pieces to sound right 

when their sections are proportioned accordingly. As a result, it raises questions 

about how the audience perceives musical time and to what degree they hear 

music and identify its proportions in terms of the conventional formal categories. 

According to Cook: 

 

 

  

 

 

Regarding the experience of musical time being subjective, one may think of 

Raymond Williams' concept of "structures of feeling 2 " when attempting to 

comprehend how a musical piece is both perceived and created. Overlooking the 

concept, the structure of feeling is not rigid or unchanging but rather a fluid and 

ever-changing occurrence that mirrors its era's social and historical 

circumstances. These occurrences get formed by the day's prevalent cultural and 

emotional attitudes, values, and beliefs. Therefore, as Cook put it, form is to 

"speak descriptively rather than analytically. [...] At any rate, no traditional 

typology of musical objects can account for an experience of musical form that 

is inseparable from content, and which the listener consequently recreates anew 

with each piece he hears (Cook, 1987, p. 26). 

 
2Structures of feeling: The term was introduced in Raymond Williams in "Preface to Film" 
(1954) to examine how written texts and dramatic traditions are interconnected and evaluate 
the societal appropriateness of certain customs and practices.  
 
Williams, R. (2014) From Preface to Film (UK, 1954). In: MacKenzie, S. ed. Film Manifestos 
and Global Cinema Cultures: A Critical Anthology. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
pp. 607-613. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520957411-171 
 

 



In her critique of baroque word painting and eighteenth-century topoi, 

Susan McClary, who agrees that these are referential elements, also questions the 

way music was composed during those eras: “Why does tonality emerge when 

and as it does in the seventeenth century? Because of natural evolutionary 

processes. Why does a sonata movement require that its second theme resolve 

into the key of the first? Because that’s the way musical form works, end of 

conversation. But WHY?” (McClary, 2000, p. 2). Then she suggests a possible 

answer to her questions: "convention", which she blames for being " a procedure 

that has ossified into a formula that needs no further explanation" (McClary, 

2000, pp. 2-3). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Breaking the Conventions 
By the late 19th century and the early 20th century, the world was undergoing 

significant changes due to industrialization, urbanization, advances in technology 

(e.g., the invention of recorded sound), and new ideas in science (e.g., Charles 

Darwin’s seminal work of evolutionary theory On the Origin of Species (1859), 

Albert Einstein’s theories of relativity (1905-1915)) and philosophy (e.g., 

pragmatism, logical positivism), followed by the drastic political and social 

consequences of WWI. Accordingly, as Leon Botstein stated in his article, 

Modernism in music emerged as a historical phenomenon in response to these 

changes, with the belief that musical expression in the 20th century needed to be 

suitable for the unique and radical nature of the time (Botstein, 2001). To bring 

the modern, the status quo had to be challenged, or in other words, the 

conventional had to be broken. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Thus, Modernist composers began to question what was possible with music, 

experimenting with various approaches such as Impressionism, Primitivism, 

Neoclassicism, and Atonality. As Liberty Park Music put it into words, " 

Modernist composers saw themselves as the “avant-garde” or front-line troops 

working to advance music through their sound experiments" ( Liberty Park 

Music, n.d.). Jim Samson defines "avant-garde" as a "radical departure from 

tradition", and he also concurs that the term has been laden with specific 

interpretations that have reinforced its more specialized application to the artistic 

movements of the late 1800s and early 1900s, which are commonly referred to as 

"Modernism" in the realm of cultural history. 

 
Daniel Albright: "Modernism is a testing of the limits of aesthetic construction...a modernist 

tried to find the ultimate bounds of certain artistic possibilities"3. 

 

When experimenting with artistic options, modernistic music frequently 

employed dissonant harmonies and lacked a tonal centre. Additionally, it 

incorporated complex and irregular rhythms and meters, and embraced non-

traditional forms and structures, including 12-tone composition and serialism. In 

the light of the concept of time, modernist music often used techniques such as 

polyrhythms and metric modulations to create a sense of unpredictability and 

instability; therefore, the flow of the music often disrupted with non-linear 

narratives constructed with dissonant harmonies. Schoenberg in his essays, 

argued that the reason for the rise in the usage of dissonance during this era of 
 

3 Albright, D. (2004) Modernism and Music: An Anthology of Sources. Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, p.11. 
 

 



experimentation was to make people's ears accustomed to these intricate, yet not 

incomprehensible sounds4. By doing so, composers could prepare listeners for 

the even greater complexity of modern music, which they believed was the best 

means of artistic expression5. Brian Etter refers to this atonality as a "denial of 

the intrinsic unity and natural harmony of being". He also says, regarding the 

common embrace of non-linearity in modernistic music, "a denial of metric 

regularity is a denial of the temporal order of being, just as atonality is a denial 

of the intrinsic unity and natural harmony of being" (Etter, 2001). 

 

It is all about simplicity  
One of the primary purposes of modernist approaches in art was to portray the 

world as it existed. Yet, some artists believed that it failed in its accessibility to 

the general public due to its complexity and perceived elitism. That is why 

Minimalism started to arise in the late 1950s and early 1960s as a reaction to 

Modernism's extreme abstraction and complexity and to bring, As Robert Carl 

put it, "a new simplicity which gets to the "heart" of artistic inspiration once 

again" (Carl, 1989, p. 109). According to Carl's article, although Steve Reich and 

Philip Glass almost always come first in mind when discussing minimalism in 

music, Terry Riley and La Monte Young are the true "founding fathers" or the 

prior implementors of this movement in music (Carl, 1989, p. 109). While trying 

to distinguish Minimalism from Modernism, Keith Potter describes Minimalism 

as an approach that is "openly seeking greater accessibility, it is tonal or modal 

where modernism is atonal, rhythmically regular and continuous where 

minimalism is aperiodic and fragmented, structurally and texturally simple where 

modernism is complex" (Potter, 2019). Timothy Johnson contends that to 

understand and appreciate minimalist music fully, it is necessary to adopt new 

 
4 See the essays in Style and Idea: 'Problems of Harmony' (1934), p. 284, and 'Composition with 
Twelve Tones (1)' (1941), pp. 216-17. 
 
5 Theory of Harmony (1911), p. 417 book by Arnold Schoenberg.  



listening techniques that do not involve anticipating a sense of direction or 

progression towards a specific endpoint. In other words, the listener should not 

expect a linear, goal-oriented narrative in the music but instead focus on the 

gradual changes in texture, rhythm, and sound that unfold over time. Johnson 

calls this listening state a "nonparticipatory viewpoint" (Johnson, 1994, p. 745). 

Similarly, Elaine Broad describes minimalism as an aesthetic characterised by 

"the conception of the non-narrative work-in-progress” (Broad, 1990).  

Terry Riley's composition In C (1964) represents a pioneering example of 

minimalist music, particularly in the way it deals with the concept of time. The 

entire composition is contained within a single page of music, consisting of fifty-

three musical fragments or modules, some of which contain as few as one or two 

notes. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In C (1964) by Terry Riley 



Each member of the ensemble performing In C is free to move through the 

prescribed process at their own speed, without any strict guidance or direction, 

relying solely on their musical instincts and awareness of their fellow performers. 

As there is no set time frame specified for the performance of In C, it can be 

completed in a short amount of time or extended for several hours, depending on 

the discretion of the performers. La Monte Young's theory of extended musical 

time likely had an influence on Terry Riley's use of time in his compositions. Tom 

Service in his article for The Guardian has suggested that Young was among the 

pioneers who recognized and made use of the static time-flow inherent in 

serialism (Service, 2013). This philosophy of music of him seeks to expand the 

traditional, Western concept of musical time by exploring new ways of 

experiencing the passage of time through sound. Young believes that music 

should not be limited by conventional time signatures or tempo, but should be 

allowed to unfold at a natural, organic pace, with a focus on the duration and 

texture of sounds rather than on specific rhythms or beats. Therefore, he 

encourages listeners to engage with music in a more contemplative and 

immersive way. 

La Monte Young's The Well-Tuned Piano is a ground-breaking work that 

prioritizes the exploration of sound and time over traditional musical structures. 

Young recorded the solo-piano piece for the first time in 1964, with a duration of 

less than an hour. He revised it again in 1981, resulting in a version that lasted 

just over five hours. On May 10, 1987, Young performed another version of the 

piece that stretched for six hours and 24 minutes, extending into the following 

day. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



But why did the performance of it keep getting longer each time? Because 

as Seth Colter Walls wrote in his article for The New York Times, "There were 

new themes, and more extensive passages of droning filigree, quaking with 

beating acoustic tremors that emerged from Mr Young’s precisely controlled 

frequencies" (Walls, 2018). The work features a variety of unconventional 

playing techniques, intricate melodic and harmonic patterns, and extended 

passages of sustained tones and drones. The performer has the freedom to 

improvise and experiment with the overall structure of the composition, making 

each performance a unique and dynamic experience. The purpose of The Well-

Tuned Piano is to take the listener on a sonic journey, with each section of the 

piece building on the previous one and leading to a series of evolving 

soundscapes. 

Yet, while Young's philosophy of extended musical time may have 

influenced Terry Riley's approach to time in his music, musicologist Robert Carl 

argues that how Riley achieved this were different from Young's focus on 

sustained tones. Carl suggests that Riley's approach was based more on repetition 

and variation of musical phrases rather than on the sustained tones and drones 

favoured by Young. According to Carl, In C is a reflective piece that incorporates 

elements of development and growth. He even resembles its approach to motivic 

development to that of the traditional classical canon. He even asserts that In Cs 

substance and framework share similarities with the motivic approaches of 

Beethoven and Brahms, implying that the climactic points and emergence of 

lyrical themes that are common in their music can also be found in In C (Carl, 

2009).  

Additionally, in meanings of form, Carl claims that the general structure of 

In C demonstrates a slow ascent, leading to a prolonged progression towards a 

resolution, ultimately returning to the starting point, indicating an “arch-like” A-

B-A design (Carl, 2009). Yet, musicologist and composer Pwyll Ap Siôn said of 

Carl’s statement "this interpretation rather diminishes In Cs through-composed, 



improvisatory nature" and argues that the work does not end where it began, but 

instead spreads out into ever-expanding circles that revolve around the central 

note of C (Siôn, 2011, p. 252) and the end of the work, as Keith Potter puts it, 

stays like "hanging in the air" (Potter, 2000, p. 114).  Also, where according to 

Carl, In C bears some resemblance to the concerto principle in Baroque music, 

which emphasizes the home 'key' or 'mode', although he acknowledges that In C 

does not maintain the same modal content throughout (Carl, 2009), Siôn argues 

that the piece is more related with works from the Romantic tradition than the 

Baroque music (Siôn, 2011, p. 252). Yet, Siôn still remarks the risk of excessively 

accentuating the similarities between minimalism and earlier genres of Western 

music. He, then, states that Carl's analysis is in danger of overvaluing the 

resemblances (Siôn, 2011, p. 252). 

 

Belgian composer Wim Mertens describes the difference between minimal 

music and teleological music as follows:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Mertens believes that sound in minimalist music simply exists in the time 

since it lacks goal-directed elements (Mertens, 1983). Yet neither in La Monte 

Young's The Well-Tuned Piano nor Terry Riley's In C is the focus on the 

perceptible and temporal process. Forwhy, as Timothy A. Johnson put it, " their 

non-theological approach and scaled-down resources place them in the 

minimalist aesthetic" (Johnson, 1994, p. 746).  

 

To conclude, such ongoing discussions about attempting to fit every 

decision made in the creation of musical works into certain definitions lead me to 

 



question if the motive behind these debates is at odds with the original intent of 

the creators. Is it not an unfeasible endeavour to attempt to define and describe 

artistic movements such as modernism and minimalism within certain 

boundaries, considering that their fundamental goal was to challenge and surpass 

boundaries? 
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