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The Rest is Noise: Listening to the Twentieth Century
In order to better understand and track the new developments in composition, primarily in New York City, “Kyle Gann has coined the term “postminimalism.” He describes it as a tonal, steady-pulsing king of music that avoids defining itself through a controlling process, such as Reich’s phrase shifting or Glass’s additive rhythm.  Instead, repetition becomes a background grid on which a large variety of material can be plotted: everything from the Southern American shape-note singing in William Duckworth’s Southern Harmony to the microtonal electric-guitar soundscapes of Glenn Branca.
“Postminimalists tend also to be plugged-in composers.  Each new technological advance- digital sampling, the MIDI interface for computers and synthesizers, computer music software, interactive Internet linkups- mandates a change in technique.  The advent of laptop computers means that composers can carry their life’s work in a backpack, and via the internet they can send it around the world at the touch of a button.  Downtown composers also show sympathy for pop.  The original minimalists revived tonality in part by studying jazz, R&B, and early rock.  Postminimalists have taken cues variously from funk, punk, heavy metal, electronic and DJ music, and hip-hop” (Ross 2007; 568).  Thus the postminimalist composer is very much a part of modernity and has been able to incorporate technological advances to his own advantage.
But before discussing more about what defines the postminimalist style, it is important to understand the composers and their relationships to minimalism (in the most general of terms, of course).  As the term “postminimal” would suggest, the style is seen in many ways as being a reaction to the minimalist movement.  These composers would have studied music during the height of minimalism’s popularity.  Certain aspects of minimalism were important aspects of their musical education with specifics from this movement being ingrained in those who studied music at the height of minimalism’s popularity.  Eventually, however, the minimalist movement was deemed by music critics to have reached its end.  They claimed that there was nowhere else to go within minimalism (or, at least, no one seemed to be doing so).  Minimalism was a “fait accompli.”
 

Just because minimalism had reached its end, however, did not mean that it had no effect on the next generation of composers (even those who would have studied music after the “end of minimalism” had been declared) or that its influence has in any way been limited.  As already touched upon in Gann’s definition of the movement, this new movement was affected by its predecessors in several very direct ways.  It also served as a point of contrast.  The postminimal composers did certain things a distinctly contrary manner to minimalism.  
The repetitious nature of minimalist music carried over into the postminimalism, with different applications.  Without necessarily being minimal in composition style, the repetition of phrases that is often heard in minimalism also exists in postminimalism.  The postminimalists, while using this technique of the previous generation, were more interested in textural variety and being audience friendly.  The postminimalists generally prefer to work in shorter increments (a 15 minute piece rather than 75 or 120) but still used the mixed chamber groups that were developed and experimented with by composers such as Glass and Reich. In addition, postminimal compositions are generally tonal, mostly consonant (or at least never tensely dissonant), and based on a steady pulse. The music rarely strayed from the “conventionally musical” sounds, even if many of the composers used synthesizers and other electronic tools and instruments. 

Further, postminimalism is like minimalism in that it “has more to do with the quality and type of experience a person has when engaged in the making or viewing of art than with the object being created or experienced. The [piece] serves its purpose by carrying the exact message of itself and nothing more than that. By so doing the viewer [or listener] has an opportunity to have a pure experience of seeing unencumbered by the need to read meanings into the object.”
 
In addition to inspiration from the minimalists, there are also some parallels to be drawn between the serialist movement and that of postminimalism.  “Like the serialists, the postminimalists sought a consistent musical language, a cohesive syntax within which to compose.” Generally, in regards to Serialism, however, the postminimalists were trying to step away from what had been created there.  Where “serialist syntax was abrupt, discontinuous, angular, arrhythmic, and opaque, postminimalist syntax was precisely the opposite: smooth, linear, melodic, gently rhythmic, comprehensible” (Gann 1998). 
Besides their predecessors (either the incorporation or movement away from their techniques and styles), there were other direct influences on the postminimalists which did not exist to the same extent for the previous movements.  Because of the ‘newness’ of some of these creative forces and influences, they were in some ways seen as novelties.  By incorporating these new influences and tools, the postminimal composer would be able to assert him or herself as progressive and contemporary and yet at the same time was returning to the more tonal music that preceded the minimalists and the serialists.  
The postminimalists were the first group of students to be exposed to African and Asian musics in their professional studies.  A new and academic setting for these musics as well as increased availability introduced these students to new rhythmic patterns which were both complex and completely accessible to the “unsophisticated” listeners and consumers.   This, of course, has been enhanced (if not facilitated) by the aforementioned technological advances that have undoubtedly had some of the greatest effects on the sharing and reinvention of music. (Gann 1998).  
There are other important influences on Postminimal movement which are separate from the musical influences of other genres, styles, or musical movements.  Rather, like technology, other aspects of American culture have become important influences on the philosophy of postminimalism.  With the increased awareness of ecological issues came new ideas in the same vein which were applicable to art.  A parallel might be drawn between an ecological refusal to hog more resources than one needed and the idea that a postminimalist composition should look inwards and not use more sound that in needs to create such an effect. “Rather than a going-outward to say something about the world, it represent[s] a going-inward, a focus on a certain small repertoire of sonorities and processes.”

Gann continues on Postminimal philosophy: “and so, given the realizations that 1. there is no necessity linking a style of music to its period, and 2. the perceived character of a society is more a product of art than art is a necessary effluent of society - the postminimalists came to a logical conclusion: that the purpose of art is not to represent the present, but to envision a future. And given the harrowing state of the world, that future needed to be the exact opposite of the picture given by modernist music, just as the postminimalist language is the antipode of the serialist language in almost every detail. For instance, man's expansive appropriation of nature had brought us so close to disaster than music needed to show us a process of self-limitation and expansion inward, not outward” (Gann 2007). 
Since 1980, postminimal composers have appeared as a strong musical force.  The list of composers that might fall into the category is long.  It includes, but of course is by no means limited to Beth Anderson, Peter Garland, Kurt Doles, Eve Beglarian, Eleanor Hovda, David Lang, Julia Wolfe, Richie Hawtin, Evan Ziporyn, Paul Dresher, Mary Jane Leach, Stephen Scott, Mary Ellen Childs, David Borden, Guy Klucevsek, Neely Bruce, Jean Hasse, Phil Winsor, Michael Torke, Beata Moon, John McGuire, Paul Lansky, Joseph Koykkar, Maggi Payne, Dennis Kam, Jeremy Peyton Jones, James Sellars, Thomas Albert, Sasha Matson, Wes York (Gann 2001).
  

“In the 1980s; three composers from the Yale School of Music, Michael Gordon, Julia Wolfe, and David Lang, banded together under the name Bang on a Can.  They summed up their thinking thus: “We had the simplicity, energy, and drive of pop music in our ears- we’d heard it from the cradle.  But we also had the idea from our classical music training that composing was exalted.”  As the new century began, Gordon created a score for Bill Morrison’s film, Decasia, a mind-altering cinematic collage in which pieces of archival footage melt before one’s eyes…” (Ross 2007; 568).  
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