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“I realized there was a music problem I needed to address 
immediately: fi nding a concise solution to notating pieces of music 
of fairly long duration with as few page turns as possible. I solved 
the problem by inventing an additive, progressive system.”
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For nearly two decades, Philip Glass engaged with 

a large-scale project of small-scale music: twenty 

piano études, which he composed between 1991 and 

2012. Why études? Building on the tradition of the 

form that dates back to composers such as Czerny 

and Chopin, Glass wished to enhance his own solo 

performing as a pianist, creating works that would 

off er challenges to improve his technique. Though 

his fi rst book of études primarily emphasized the 

idea of the piece as an exercise (étude is French 

for “study”), the second set developed into what 

he called “an extension of a musical journey 

undertaken in the last ten years.” Whereas the 

fi rst book addressed pianistic technique, the 

second book became a series of exercises in what 

Glass described as “the language of music itself—

developing new strategies regarding rhythmic and 

harmonic movement.” Like his symphonies, the 

études are closely informed by the composer’s work 

in other genres, often echoing material written for 

fi lm scores and other projects. John Rockwell, the 

storied music critic who has closely followed Glass’s 

career since the 1970s, has described the études as 

“a genuinely new direction for Glass. They retain 

most of his signature stylistic elements; and yet 

they manage, without descending into pastiche, to 

summon all manner of ghosts of keyboards past.” 

“...Glass wished to 
enhance his own 
solo performing as 
a pianist, creating 
works that would 
off er challenges 
to improve his 
technique.”

For this concert, ten pianists will assay 

Glass’s two books of études in full. Two of the 

performers, composer Timo Andres and UNC 

Chapel Hill assistant professor of music Clara 

Yang, spoke recently about the diffi  culties and 

thrills of the études; below are condensed and 

edited excerpts from their conversation.

On interpreting the études:

TA: You look at these pieces on the page, and there 

isn’t a huge amount of information there. Th ere are 

basic dynamics and phrase markings, but for the 

amount of notes and the amount of times 

Develops Music in Twelve Parts over 3-year period starting in 1971, marking the culmination of 

Glass’s fi rst stage of composition: “a period of experimentation in which my ultimate goal was to 

integrate all three elements of music—melody, harmony and rhythm—into one overall structure.”
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those notes repeat—modules of music repeat and 

develop—you really have to add your own thing. 

I was playing a little for Philip in a practice room 

before a performance, and he encouraged me to 

take many more liberties and to play much more 

romantically. I was playing No. 20, the last étude, 

and he said, ‘Play it like Schubert.’ And I didn’t 

know about that side of his music, really. Because 

the early works were my basis of understanding 

his music, I didn’t realize that he is a Romantic! 

Th at opened up this door for me in interpreting the 

études: it freed me to interpret them as I would any 

sort of music that I choose to play. 

It turns out that Schubert is one of his favorite 

composers; his dad used to really love Schubert and 

play it a lot. So he and Schubert actually go way 

back. Th ey actually have the same birthday.

CY: Th e feeling of No. 12—the whole time I was 

reading it, I thought, “Th is sounds a little like 

‘Gretchen am Spinnrade’ (Schubert’s song ‘Gretchen at 

the Spinning Wheel’).” Th e wheel is turning, ongoing, 

the subtlety there. I thought that was quite beautiful.

TA: And there’s the same sort of luxuriant 

quality: he takes his time with an idea, and he 

really luxuriates in melody.

David Bowie begins Ziggy Stardust tour; co-produces 

Lou Reed’s solo debut album Transformer.
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Begins driving a cab. One 

night picks up Salvador Dalí.
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On what challenges the études off er:

TA: Th ey’re certainly diff erent from other sets of études. 

In a way, they’re études for playing Philip Glass.

Th ey’re not conventionally showy most of the 

time, in the way that Romantic études can be. But 

each one has its own little tricks and challenges 

that you have to work on. Th e last piece, even 

though it’s very slow and beautiful, is kind of a 

fi nger substitution étude. You have to play these 

unpredictable passages very smoothly; they’re oddly 

spaced, odd intervals. I would say it’s probably 

improved my fi nger substitution technique.

CY: If you look at études as a genre, it’s gone through 

a lot of evolution as well. Th ink of Czerny, Cramer: 

their études are purely pedagogical. Th ere’s some 

musical intention here and there, but they’re not 

great pieces. And then you go on a little bit, of course 

you think of the best piano études, you think of 

Chopin, Liszt, Rachmaninoff . Th e reason is that when 

you hear those pieces, you hear them. It’s not simply 

pedagogical—although they’re extremely hard.

It’s challenging to convincingly form a way to depict 

the passing of time during these pieces. It repeats a lot, 

obviously, and sometimes it’s static and it moves, and 

one has to really understand how things move. To hold 

everything together is a challenge, because it’s chunks 

of information moving from the next to the next. 

On the études as a whole:

CY: He wants to show a musical journey through 

the twenty, so I think it does work really well, and 

individually speaking, they can work as well.

TA: Having now listened through the whole set a 

number of times, there really is that sense of catharsis 

by the end. Just the fact that they were written over 

about twenty-fi ve years of the composer’s life: you’re 

going to have a built-in progression in that situation. 

It’s very interesting for me from a compositional 

standpoint, and structuring a large-scale piece 

over that span of time. It articulates time, in 

compositional development terms. n

Es s ay  by W i l l i a m  RO b i n
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PHILIP GLASS Etudes for Piano, Nos. 1-20
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Kronos Quartet is founded 

in Seattle, Washington.

Lucinda Childs forms 

her own dance company.
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