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Belgian composer Henri Pousseur
(1929-2009) came to the University
at Buffalo in 1966 as the Slee
Protessor of Music. While in this
position, Pousseur presented nine
lecture recitals between February 28,
1966 and April 10, 1967. The last six
lectures were on the topic of Chance
in new music. By the time Pousseur
arrived in Buffalo at age 37, his
career had already put him in contact
with a wide range of musicians,
including avant-garde composers
Pierre Boulez, LLuciano Berio, Bruno
Maderna, Luigi Nono, and Katrlheinz
Stockhausen, as well as Americans
John Cage, David Tudor, David
Behrman, and Frederic Rzewski.

Pousseur answered questions from Renée Levine-Packer in 2000 in
preparation for her master’s thesis, I the Center: The Center of the Creative and
Performing Arts in the State University of New York at Buffalo (2001). He
indicated in his remarks that both Stockhausen and Behrman contacted
Lukas Foss (then Co-Director of the Center of the Creative and
Performing Arts and conductor of the Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra) to
suggest Pousseur as a prospective candidate to become Slee Professor.



Once in Buffalo Pousseur stayed at the Victor Hugo apartments at 414
Delaware Avenue (now operated
as the hotel, The Mansion). He
lived across the hall from
composet/pianist Frederic
Rzewski, a Creative Associate at
UB’s Center of the Creative and
Performing Arts. Pousseur told
Levine-Packer that Rzewski
helped him prepare and practice
the presentation of the English
version of his first Slee lecture.
Pousseur commented,
“However, you must remember

that my accent was still very Frenchy, and that this, especially appreciated by

the Buffalo leading ladies, serionsly contributed to my success!”












Pousseur, as with fellow Slee Professors Leo Smit, Lejaren Hiller, and
Morton Feldman, was invited to join UB’s music department faculty after
the expiration of his tenure as Slee Professor. After some time at home in
Belgium, he returned to Buffalo with his wife Théa and their four children.
They lived in the house of a UB English professor, most likely Thomas
Connolly, while he was away on sabbatical. Pousseur stated that he

completed the last part of the score for [ofre Faust at Professor Connolly’s
desk.

One of the musical memories Pousseur noted in his interview was
attending a performance by pianist Cecil Taylor. Although Pousseur stated
the concert was in Baird Hall (now Allen Hall on UB’s South campus), it
could have been Taylor’s performance at Upton Auditorium at Buffalo
State College as part of the Second Buffalo Festival of the Arts Today,
March 3, 1968. It was this festival that featured a performance of the
concert version of Pousseur’s opera, [ otre Faust.






While in Buffalo, Pousseur also took part in other activities. In his
exchange with Levine-Packer he noted that he was asked to collaborate on
the establishment of an electronic music studio at the University at Buffalo
and remembered taking a trip to the Moog Company in Trumansburg,
New York to see their equipment.

Pousseur was an avid student of the music of Anton Webern and Webern’s
music played a formative role in Pousseur’s development as a composer.
The UB Music Department hosted the Third Annual International Webern
Festival October 28, 1966 and Pousseur participated as one of the panelists
along with Lukas Foss, Allen Sapp, Cornelius Cardew, Niccolo Castiglioni,
and Maryanne Amacher.



The tollowing year Pousseur participated as an audience member in a

lively discussion that took place among composers at the State University

of New York Convocation on the Arts. The event was held at Buffalo State
College March 29, 1967.
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When Henri Pousseur
arrived in Buffalo in

1966 he had already

been at work on his

“variable fantasy in the

manner of an opera”,

Votre Faust, since 1961,

when he began

collaborating with

French author Michel

Butor (1926-2016)

(Butor served as the

Melodia E. Jones Chair

in French at UB 1962-

1963). Pousseur had

been attracted to Butor’s ideas about the representational capabilities of
music, as expressed in such articles as Butor’s “La musique, art réaliste: les
paroles et la musique” (Esprit, Nouvelle Serie, no. 280 (1), January 1960).

One passage from that article, in its translation by Donald Schier, provides
a sense of a part of what Butor was expressing.

Since sound is in its origin a warning, a sign, any conception of reality
which includes it necessarily abolishes the absolute distinction between
nature and langnage and hence between matter and thought; thus
everything is susceptible and capable of interpretation, nothing is sheltered
from daylight or from the intelligence.

That is why I declare music is a realistic art, and assert that it teaches
us, even in its highest and apparently most detached forms, something
about the worldy that is why I claim musical grammar is a grammar of
reality, that melodies transform life.
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The closing sentence of the article is as true today as it was when Butor
wrote it:

Mustc is indispensable to onr life, to everybody’s life, and we have never
needed it so badly.

It was natural that Pousseur would not only continue working on 1oz
Faunst while in Buffalo, but also take advantage of the extraordinary musical
resources to perform versions of the work. In fact, Pousseur wasted no
time in presenting a performance of a derivative work, Mzroir de 17 otre Faust,
Caractéres 11 on his second Slee Lecture Recital, March 14, 1966. It is scored
for solo piano and optional soprano. This was followed by a March 20,
1966 performance of Miroir de 1 otre Faust, Le Tarot d’Henri by pianist
Frederic Rzewski on an Evenings for New Music concert.
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Program note for March 20, 1966 performance.
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Pousseur presented excerpts from recordings made of a concert

performance of Votre Faust in Belgium in 1966 at his final Slee Lecture on
April 10, 1967. This was followed almost a year later on March 17, 1968,
with the first United States performance of the concert version at the
Albright-Knox Art Gallery as the culminating musical event of the Second
Festival of the Arts in Buffalo. The first fully realized performance of [otre
Faust took place January 15, 1969 at the Piccola Scala in Milan, Italy.

Although the premiere performance of the full version was not a
successful effort, the work retains its significance as a landmark of music
theater of its time, as noted by Robert Piencikowski in the closing of his
essay about the work in Settling new scores: Music manuscripts from the Panl
Sacher Foundation. (Mainz: Schott, 1998).

But regardless of the present-day evalnation of 1 otre Faust, this attempt
to pour into one mold open forms, stylistic pluralism, and serial rigor

remains one of the most characteristic creations illustrating the new trends
in the field of music theater in the 1960s.
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The premiere United States performance of the concert version of [ozre

Faunst took place March 17, 1968 at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery as the
final musical event of the Second Buffalo Festival of the Arts.
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Pousseur wrote the program notes for the March 17, 1968 performance. It

is possible to compare his original typescript copy of the notes against the
version published as program notes.
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The March 17, 1968 performance of Iofre Faust prompted the National
Opera Association to include three articles about the opera in its Spring
1968 volume of The Opera Journal. The Associate editor at the time was
UB’s professor of voice and the opera studio, Muriel Hebert Wolf.

33



34



Michel Butor’s essay, “L’opéra, C’est-a-dire le Théatre (1968) in English
translation by C. J. Beyer.
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