
 
 

 

 
 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Contact the author at 
 

jmailman@alumni.uchicago.edu 
 

for a free offprint of the whole article 

UPON THE OCCASION OF THE MILTON
BABBITT (1916–2011) CENTENARY: AN
INTERVIEW WITH BENJAMIN BORETZ

Joshua Banks Mailman

Abstract: This edited transcript of a public pre-concert discussion
with composer, theorist and critic Benjamin Boretz not only
touches on early personal encounters with Babbitt but also ranges
over issues of reception of his music, listening experiences, transfor-
mations of music’s temporality, connections to Schoenberg, Webern,
Cage, and postmodernism, stylistic changes over Babbitt’s career and
composerly poetics, as well as motivations and consequences for pre-
compositional structures and systems. The discussion took place on
22 November 2015, at the first of three recitals during the 2015–16
concert season at Spectrum, in New York City, in which Augustus
Arnone for the second time performed all of Milton Babbitt’s solo
piano works, this time in honour of the composer’s centenary.

Joshua Banks
Mailman (JBM):

As part of this series of concerts of all Babbitt’s solo
piano works,1 I thought it would be interesting to
talk to someone who knew Milton Babbitt from
way back when. Before his association with
Babbitt at Princeton, Ben Boretz studied at
Brandeis University with Irving Fine, Arthur
Berger and Harold Shapero, and then was a found-
ing editor of Perspectives of New Music, music critic
for the Nation, later a professor at Bard College
and founder of Open Space Magazine, and of course
is also an active composer.2

Ben, can you help us imagine what it was like be-
fore Milton Babbitt was part of the fabric of
music history as we think of it today. What was
it like to encounter his music, and Babbitt himself,
for the first time?

1 Arnone’s centenary presentation of the complete set of Babbitt solo piano works was
spread over three concerts in the 2015–16 concert season. Arnone’s first tour through
these works was spread over two concerts in 2007, at Merkin Hall, in NYC.

2 Boretz’s compositions are recently celebrated in ‘9x9’, a 537-page Festschrift comprising
essays, compositions and other documents, as well as a three-CD set of contributed record-
ings, published as Open Space Magazine, 19/20 (2015/2016).
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