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								    				    Interview: Philip Glass on making music with no frills As Philip Glass turns 70, he tells michael church how a radiorepairman's son became the world's most popular classical music iconoclast, and what inspired him



Philip Glass has just turned 70. While the smart musical world queues up to celebrate him noisily in New York and London, he himself is giving discreet recitals of his solo piano music. Last week in Portugal, next week in Lichfield: an unobtrusive affirmation of what it is that makes him tick. But this is very much his style. At a time when his fame hit the heights with Einstein on the Beach (1976), he went back to earning his living as a cabbie, and found himself being asked by a well-dressed New Yorker – who had read his licence-plate – if he realised that he had the same name as "a very famous composer". At five hours long, with no intermission, but with an invitation to the audience to wander in and out at will, Einstein had redefined the rules of opera; with a sung text consisting entirely of numbers and solfège syllables, it had no formal plot. With his score for Cocteau's La Belle et la Bête (1994) Glass went on to redefine film music: his singers and instrumentalists performed live in front of a backstage projection of the film, whose characters silently mouthed their words. Glass's tendency to subvert his audiences' expectations was nicely exemplified by his response when a man leapt up on stage and joined him for a jam at the keyboard, during a solo piano performance in Amsterdam: Glass punched him with one hand while continuing to play with the other. This won't happen in well-behaved Lichfield, where the audience may sense the event's importance for the composer. "The piano is the instrument I play when I get up in the morning, and last thing at night," he observes, disarmingly. "These concerts are the most intimate musical experience I ever have. They represent my whole mission as musician and composer – those moments when it's just myself, my music, and an audience. Here the whole cycle, the whole transaction, is complete." How does he rate himself as a pianist? "Quite decent. I mean, you wouldn't want to hear my Schubert or Beethoven, but I'm not hired to play that. I really like listening to composers playing their own music – say Gershwin or Rachmaninov. Though Rachmaninov was a great pianist, Gerswhin was probably the kind of pianist I am. Not a



 virtuoso, but because it was his own music, it's very beguiling." The programme he'll play in Lichfield spans 25 years of creativity, and will reflect his enduring preoccupations. Metamorphosis (1998), a sequence of movements written in his hallmark repetitive style, grew out of incidental music he wrote for Kafka's play of that name, but it also weaves in themes from his soundtrack to Errol Morris's documentary The Thin Blue Line (1988), which proved the innocence of a man found guilty of the murder of a Dallas policeman. Another piano piece is drawn from his collaboration with the Gambian "griot" musician, Foday Musa Suso. Mad Rush – which is crazy on the surface, but has a gentle underlying pulse – was originally performed by Glass on the organ, to mark the Dalai Lama's first public address in New York; Tibet now looms large in the composer's life. "The Fourth Knee Play" is one of the "knee plays" that gnomically punctuate Einstein, while a movement from Satyagraha (1980) – the opera given its London premiere this year, three decades since its conception – will reflect his obsession with Mahatma Gandhi. Next week Glass will be celebrated at the Almeida Festival with a performance by the Smith Quartet of his complete string quartets. These may be shot through with his usual motoric repetition, but that doesn't prevent them evoking other worlds. When I tell him I can hear Bartók's quartets in the shimmering carillons of the Fifth, he comfortably replies that he can, too: "I was very happy to allow his influence to enter my life, though you wouldn't mistake my music for his. But string quartets have always played a special role in my life as a composer. There wasn't much chamber music in Baltimore, but my father was a great lover of it, and I listened to it a lot with him on records. Schubert's B flat Piano Trio was a big influence." Following in the footsteps not only of Bartók but also of Schoenberg and Shostakovich, Glass has made the string quartet his own most intimately personal medium; in his fourth quartet, composed in memory of the artist Brian Buczak, who died of Aids in 1988, his slowly-turning musical kaleidoscope works a gracefully subfusc spell. His second, originally designed to fill the silences in a staging of Beckett's prose poem "Company", reflects a soliloquy in the face of death; Beckett approved. Glass's grandparents were Jewish immigrants from Lithuania and Russia; his father, Ben Glass, ran a radio repair shop, in which he also sold records. Young Philip worked there after school, thus getting an early sense of music as a business: it was no surprise that he should become one of the first composers to set up his own record label – indeed, he has set up three of them to date. How Glass developed from these humble origins to a point where he could conquer the concert hall, the opera house, and the worlds of dance



 and film – winning a devoted following across the generations – is a story that speaks volumes about Western culture today. Having begun studying the violin at six, followed by the flute at eight, he started composing at 12. At 14, he precociously won a scholarship to Chicago university, where he chose to major not in music but in mathematics and philosophy; in his spare time he learned to play the piano works of Ives and Webern. He dabbled in 12-note music, but discarded it when he went to study at the Juilliard School, where he shared classes with his friend and minimalist rival Steve Reich, and where he became a model student. The best he could say, later on, about his Juilliard compositions was that, "they were written by somebody else. I don't think that it's worth V C anybody's time to bother with that music. If I could get those pieces back from the publisher, I would." In Manhattan he hung out with the radicals: at one of Yoko Ono's loft concerts in 1961, he witnessed a stunt by the composer La Monte Young that blew his mind: "He wasn't playing music, he was just drawing a line." What was it about this avant-garde maverick? "His playfulness," Glass replies, "doing events that were theatrical, and hardly music at all. Like his piece called Feeding the Piano – bringing in a bale of hay and placing it by the instrument, leaving it there for a while, then picking it up and walking away. If we didn't have such bizarre people, it would all be too serious." From the Juilliard, Glass moved on to study in Paris with the fearsome Nadia Boulanger: she terrorised him, but she did also introduce him to the contrapuntal delights of Monteverdi and Palestrina. This was a time when Boulez and his serialist friends were riding high in Paris. "I was impressed by their accomplishment, but I didn't go for it. There didn't seem any point in following them down that road. They made me look for a new direction." And, right on cue, along came the encounter which was to shape his music ever after: with Ravi Shankar. Glass got himself employed as the sitar maestro's assistant, but stayed to worship at his shrine. "He gave me another way of looking at music – he opened the door to things that were unknown to me. A music based on rhythmic and melodic structures, with no harmonic structure whatsoever – but as I'd studied that with Mademoiselle Boulanger, I wasn't lacking in that department. Without meaning to, they complemented each other, and set me off on a completely different track." In his memoir Music by Philip Glass, he describes how the light dawned when he was working in the recording studio with Shankar and his tabla colleague Alla Rakha: "Ravi would sing the music to



 me, and I would write it down, part by part... The problem came when I placed bar lines in the music as we normally do in Western music. This created unwarranted accents... Alla Rakha caught the error right away. No matter where I placed the bar line (thereby dividing the music in the regular Western style), he would catch me. 'All the notes are equal,' he kept piping at me. Finally, in desperation, I dropped the bar lines altogether. And there, before my eyes, I could see what Alla Rakha had been trying to tell me. Instead of distinct groupings of eighth notes, a steady stream of rhythmic pulses stood revealed." This steady stream of pulses became Glass's compositional trademark, and he has regularly recharged his musical batteries in India ever since. Much has been made of Glass's Buddhism, but he's at pains to point out that he only dipped a toe in it. "I'm not a card-carrying member of anything," he insists. "You have to understand I'm a thoroughly Western person. But I'm also a modern person, which means that world culture has come to me from all sides. I've accepted huge swathes of it which my parents would never have known about." Here he understates: it was the singing of the Gyuto monks that gave his soundtrack for Martin Scorsese's Kundun (1997) its haunting power, and his Tibetan collaborations are continuing, with a benefit concert for Tibetan refugees soon to take place in New York. Work after work proclaims how ingrained his Buddhist instincts now are. Glass used strenuously to reject the label which everyone pins on him – "minimalist" – but he's given up the struggle: "I don't resist it any more, because it's pointless to. It's stuck. And I think it is a fair description of the music written between 1965 and 1979. And it did serve to differentiate us very emphatically from the Boulezians, which wasn't a bad thing. I always wanted to speak to a broader audience than the cognoscenti. I just wanted to get out of the newmusic ghetto, where the same 200 people went from one concert to another, and most of them were composers. I and my friends were looking for audiences in the art museums and theatres – it was a generational thing. And what was amazing was how quickly that audience appeared. By 1976 I was performing at the Met, after just nine years. Steve Reich said all along that that was going to happen, while I thought it would take decades. He was right, I was wrong." Reich and Glass played in each other's bands, but a chill arose, with Reich claiming that his more famous colleague had obscured his compositional debt. "In 1967 the giver was me and the recipient was Glass," he said bitterly. When I ask Glass if they might collaborate again, he gives an oblique reply: "We played together in the Seventies, because in those days people like him and me and Meredith Monk were a small group of radical revolutionaries. We



 helped each other, but as we each became more successful, we got too busy to spend much time together." Next week in New York, Glass will premiere his Book of Longing, in which he has set the poems of Leonard Cohen in a classical-rock-jazz extravaganza for singers, instrumentalists, with the voice of Cohen himself; and when the Barbican presents Glassworks, its three-day homage to the composer in October, that work will form part of it. Meanwhile, Glass is readying his American Civil War opera Appomattox, with its libretto by the British playwright Christopher Hampton, for its San Francisco launch in the same month. "I find myself more and more drawn to theatre works which are not so much politically as socially oriented," he says, "works about the way the world is put together." In his view, Satyagraha, his Sanskrit opera on Gandhi's South African years, exemplifies this perfectly. "I would never do an opera about a great dictator," he told a Coliseum audience earlier this year. "I'm not into making fancy gravestones for people who murder millions." He also gave a nicely provocative creative credo: "Operas aren't history, they're poetry. They don't have to tell the truth." The case against Glass is that his pursuit of big audiences has turned his music bland, and that he has settled for a facile musical formula; the case for him is that he is a ground-breaker, an inventor, and an iconoclast. But if you listen to those regular pulses and thrummingly repeated chords, there are other notes and harmonies lurking in the atmosphere above: an implied musical world, quite different from that which is explicit in the score. And that is what is really clever.
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