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Conlon Nancarrow (1912-1997)

Biography

Born October 27, 1912 in Texarkana, AR, father was an oil executive

His childhood house had a player piano: Chopin, “light classical fare”

Discovered jazz trumpet at Interlochen: Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Earl Hines

Father disapproved of his musical studies and sent him to Vanderbilt to study engineering briefly
They must have reconciled, as Conlon received his share of his father’s trust fund in 1947

Played in jazz groups at CCM

1934-1935: private studies in Boston with Sessions, Piston, Slonimsky

Joined Communist Party, worked for WPA

1937-1939 fought for Abraham Lincoln Brigade, a Soviet-backed militia that fought against Franco’s
government

This, along with his Communist Party membership, resulted in harassment from the
government. Moved to Mexico City in 1940

Read Henry Cowell’s New Musical Resources in 1939

Returned to New York briefly to buy a player piano in 1947, would not return again until 1981
Became a Mexican Citizen in 1955

Ligeti discovered his music in the late 70s/early 80s, new worldwide influence

1982 MacArthur Fellowship

Passed away August 10, 1997
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Some General Issues
Isolation in Mexico City

Physically removed from American establishment, ignored by Mexican establishment
Modified Player Pianos: metal and thumbtacks in the hammers

Pitch: Kyle Gann Interview with Boulez (1987): “For me it was very interesting, because the
rhythmical structure is really very well thought out. Unfortunately, the pitch vocabulary does not
follow.”

Gann: “Whether Nancarrow’s pitch thinking has been on the same level as his rhythmic
thinking is not a question that can be answered in generalities, because he has made pitch
serve so many different purposes. There are studies in which, by Nancarrow’s own
admission, pitches are little more than an arbitrary string with which to manifest the tempo
structure.”

Sometimes simple and direct: tonal, clearly intervallic, blues and jazz from his training

“Always intended to render some rhythmic point more easily audible, they lend an
unnerving freshness to his music, though an ear trained to subtle Boulezian sonorities
might find them simply awkward. However, had Nancarrow tried to construct tempo
canons from the pitch systems typical of Boulez’ Le Marteau sans Maitre, he would have
defeated his own purposes and become incomprehensible.”

Some Methods in the Studies

Early studies (Nos. 1-13): Less Systematic Manipulation of Tempo
Study No. 3a-e “Boogie-Woogie Suite”

Tempo Canons

Study No. 26 (Canon 1/1)
Study No. 36 (Canon 17/18/19/20)
Study No. 37

Acceleration Canons
Study No. 27 (Canon 5%/6%,/8%,/11%)
Irrational Tempo Relationships

Study No. 41a-c
How do we perceive these relationships?
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Music for Live Performers
String Quartet No. 3 (1987), movement 1 - canon 3/4/5/6
Study No. 7 and London Sinfonietta arrangement (Yvar Mikhashoff)
What among Nancarrow’s ideas work for live performers?
Carter: “Rhythmic Basis of American Music”

The ideas in Cowell’s New Musical Resources “have gained little currency because the great
difficulties of performance that they involve have proved a real deterrent to a number of
composers...”



Andrew McManus Conlon Nancarrow Page 4

List of Works

Player Piano

Studies #1-30 (~1948-~1960) (#30 originally for prepared player piano)
Studies #31-37, #40-51 (~1965-early 1990s) (38, 39 renumbered 43, 48)
For Yoko (1990)

Piano

Blues (1935)

Prelude (1935)

Sonatina (1941)

Three Two-part Studies (1940s7?)
Tango? (1983)

Two Canons for Ursula (1989)

Chamber

Sarabande and Scherzo for oboe, bassoon and piano (1930)
Toccata for violin and piano (1935)

Septet (1940)

Trio for clarinet, bassoon and piano, #1, (1942)

String Quartet #1 (early 1940s)

String Quartet #2 (late 1940s) incomplete

String Quartet #3 (1987)

Trio for clarinet, bassoon and piano, #2 (1991)

Player Piano Study #34 arranged for string trio
Orchestral

Piece #1 for small orchestra (1943)
Piece #2 for small orchestra (1985)
Studio for Orchestra, canon 4:5:6, (1990-91)
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Kyle Gann, The Music of Conlon Nancarrow. Formal Diagrams
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Kyle Gann, The Music of Conlon Nancarrow. Formal Diagrams:
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Nancarrow, Study No. 36 (Canon 17/18/19/20)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 36 (Canon 17/18/19/20)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 36 (Canon 17/18/19/20)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 36 (Canon 17/18/19/20)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 27 (Canon 5%,/6%/8%/11%

i 2
== = 2 == 1]
= * e i
- 1= i1
T L= [—— = e g
S e g

e I : T —
- - - "‘ W r- '| o s
P

copyeight (3) 1577 by temles Hascurrow Laﬂ 1z



Andrew McManus Conlon Nancarrow Page 13

Nancarrow, Study No. 27 (Canon 5%,/6%/8%/11%
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Nancarrow, Study No. 27 (Canon 5%,/6%/8%/11%
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Nancarrow, Study No. 37



Andrew McManus

Conlon Nancarrow

L N )

@J —,;-'I-ﬂ-!:!

g = —

o = | FF

S = 1Fo

J o= jegX

. = .r{--::ﬁ

By

J = j5f©

(57



Andrew McManus Conlon Nancarrow

Page 17
Nancarrow, Study No. 37
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Nancarrow, Study No. 37
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Nancarrow, Study No. 37
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Nancarrow, Study No. 41
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Nancarrow, Study No. 26 (Canon 1/1)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 26 (Canon 1/1)
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Nancarrow, Study No. 7
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Nancarrow, Study No. 7
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