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But let a noise or a scent, once heard or once smelt, be heard or smelt
again in the present and at the same time in the past, real without being
actual, ideal without being abstract, and immediately the permanent and
habitually concealed essence of things is liberated and our true self . . . is
awakened and reanimated as it receives the celestial nourishment that is
brought to it. A minute freed from the order of time has re-created in us,
to feel it, the man freed from the order of time.1

––Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time: Time Regained

MICHAËL LEVINAS, TROUBADOUR2

ichaël Levinas occupies a unique position in the corpus of French
spectral composers. As a student of Olivier Messiaen, a founding

member of Ensemble l’Itinéraire, and a regular contributor at the
French Institute de Recherche et de Coordination Acoustique/
Musique (IRCAM), Levinas can easily be categorized alongside such
seminal figures as Gérard Grisey, Tristan Murail, and Hugues Dufourt.
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Yet, despite the regular inclusion of his name in the roster of spectral
composers, the distinctive techniques and idioms of spectralism are
often of only peripheral concern in Levinas’s work––a diverse and
inventive catalog that often privileges “shock and revelation” above
“formal thinking.”3 While there are overarching themes running
through much of his work—some of which I will touch on below—a
sensitivity to the unorthodox and the spontaneous is a vital part of any
hermeneutic applied to Levinas’s music. In this essay, I draw upon the
philosophy of Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze to develop an
interpretation of Levinas’s chamber piece, Rebonds (1993), that
subverts a linear conception of temporality by prioritizing the work’s
qualities of immanence and univocity.4

Like most of his contemporaries, Levinas’s compositional language
has progressively evolved as new technologies have afforded the
possibility for greater control and manipulation of sound. However,
from his first major composition, Arsis et Thésis (1971), to more recent
works, such as Psaume - Frescobaldi in memoriam II (2018), a tripartite
concern for timbre, polyphony, and language has remained central to
Levinas’s work.5 The latter is most clearly demonstrated in his vocal
works from the turn of the century––specifically the operas Go-gol
(1996) and Les Nègres (1999–2003), which, according to Levinas,
forced him “to address the semiotic structure of musical language in
relation to the French language” in order to better express the “complex
and multifaceted relationship between sound and meaning.”6 Building
on a technique first developed for Préfixes (1991),7 more recent vocal
works, such as the opera La Métamorphose (2011) and its prologue, Je,
tu, il (2011), complicate textual signification through a process of
timbral manipulation in which there is “a slow metamorphosis of the
voice, which will also be processed in a hybrid mix of digital
technology and musical instruments.”8 While much work remains to
be done on Levinas’s use of language and hybrid timbres, in this essay
I focus primarily on Levinas’s polyphonic technique and its implemen-
tation in the omnipresent glissandi gestures of Rebonds.9

The early 1990s were a time of significant innovation and upheaval
in Levinas’s compositional approach, as described in an interview from
1993: “I wanted [in Préfixes and subsequent pieces] . . . to grasp the
capacity of improvisation in the work of synthesis, and to embrace at
the same time the possibility of surpassing a formalist approach in my
compositional work. Breaking the ceiling in my work: this is something
very important to me.”10 By loosening his grip on the formal structure
of a composition, Levinas hoped to allow the internal logic of acoustic
phenomena [logique acoustique] to be expressed spontaneously and
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intuitively: “The manner in which space can enable synthesis between
the synthetic sound and the so-called natural sound, the integration of
the polyphony of a canon into ‘mixed’ writing, has been for me a
reappropriation of a mode of writing vis-à-vis my auditory approach
and my anticipatory intuitions, ultimately from acoustic logic.”11

Préfixes, Rebonds, Diaclase pour quintette de cuivres (1993), and Par-
delà pour grand orchestre (1994) are all cited as manifestations of this
intuitive approach to composition, in which musical gestures are
polyphonically juxtaposed in order to develop a new “acoustic logic.”

THE PLANE OF IMMANENCE

Like many spectralist composers, the influence of Messiaen’s teaching
is very apparent in Levinas’s writings. In an essay about the
Turangalîla Symphonie and its relation to Rebonds, Levinas references a
pair of concepts that will prove important in the present analysis: the
related notions of extension [étendue] and fixity [fixité]. Drawing on
his lessons with Messiaen at the Paris Conservatory, Levinas recounts,
in his own words, his teacher’s description of “pictorial structures”:12

The work only exists through this sensation of the loss of time [la
perte du temps]; which is to say that it is necessary, for the work to
exist, that it use the phenomenon of unfolding in a time to fill.
This time that hovers, stretches, moves is of the same kind as the
“adagio”—its function is that of the “slow movement.” This is the
way in which Beethoven has extended, in a manner where bore-
dom can even be part of the formal dimension, the “loss of time.”
The narrative then essentially resides in the fact that it unfolds in
time . . . The sensation of the perception of form is not solely
based on combinatorial structure or the extreme poignancy of the
moment—it is situated in this notion of extension [l’étendue],
then of the very fixity [la fixité] of the work.13

In this analysis, I take the dualism of fixity and extension to correspond
to the modalities of the virtual and the actual. That is, I interpret the
musical material of Rebonds as a series of closely related glissando
gestures that serve to actualize a single, virtual compositional idea––the
piece’s fixed and immanent source.14 Marcel Proust references a similar
phenomenon in the passage I quote in this essay’s epigraph: the actual
experience of a sound or scent, he says, can invoke a whole host of
virtual signifiers. In In Search of Lost Time, these signifiers often take
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the form of memories of past experiences that contribute to the way in
which a thing means to its perceiver––memories which are “real with-
out being actual.”15 In Rebonds, the fixity/extension bimodality results
in a formal structure that is highly recursive, prompting Levinas to
describe it as “closed a spiral loop . . . not conceived as a directional
evolution but as a closed system.”16

Deleuze and Guattari, in A Thousand Plateaus, describe the
preconditions for such a “directionless” artwork. Rather than being
motivated by structural or developmental processes (which they refer
to as a “transcendent plan(e) of organization”), this composition is
formed through variations of speed on an immanent plane:

There are only relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness
between unformed elements. . . . There are only haecceities, affects,
subjectless individuations that constitute collective assemblages.
Nothing develops, but things arrive late or early, and form this or
that assemblage depending on their compositions of speed. Nothing
subjectifies, but haecceities form according to compositions of
nonsubjectified powers or affects.17

Thus, on a plane of immanence, the virtual compositional idea is
actualized through relations of speed and duration, and it is through
these relations and differences that discrete musical events gradually
take shape. Example 1 presents the three “Sites” that constitute the
entirety of Rebonds, with segment widths corresponding to the relative
duration of each glissando event that occurs within that site.18 While
this figure conveys nothing about the speed at which each glissando
traverses its unique pitch range (something which I will address on a
site-by-site basis), it does provide a useful visual representation of their
great number and variety.

It is crucial to note that these discrete events are not the product of
a formalist structure that relies on the hierarchical precedence of a
transcendent musical object––such as the “spectral reservoirs”19 of
Levinas’s contemporaries—which would ascribe to each event a
dependent and therefore subsidiary role. Instead, events develop grad-
ually as the unique and spontaneous expressions of a compositional
idea with no idealized form or governing structure.20 Thus, while
general characteristics of each site can be inferred from this graph, such
as the significant durational expansion of Site B in relation to Site A
and C, one would be hard-pressed to find an ordering principle for the
series of glissandi that occur within a site. Far from being an
equivocation, this understanding of the relationship between form and
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content in Rebonds is an integral part of Levinas’s transformed
compositional approach in the early 1990s, when spontaneity and
intuition began to take precedence over formalist structures.21 It
means that any attempt to uncover an architectonic principle of
composition will likely be futile and, on the contrary, the listener and
analyst should expect to find “an involution, in which form is
constantly being dissolved, freeing times and speeds.”22

EXAMPLE 1: CHART OF RELATIVE GLISSANDI DURATIONS

IN THE THREE SITES OF REBONDS
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TWO COMPOSITIONAL PREMISES

Levinas identifies, in a program note, the two primary compositional
premises of Rebonds: polyphony and ornamentation.23 As mentioned
earlier, polyphony has been a central preoccupation for much of Levinas’s
compositional career. His polyphonic writing is often characterized by
a canonic juxtaposition of multiple, closely related parts at different
speeds, which together produce complex rhythmic patterns and
timbres. Although he began to develop this system of writing in pieces
like Appels (1974) and Ouverture pour une fête étrange (1979), it did
not reach maturation until the early 1990s, in pieces like Préfixes,
Rebonds, Diaclase (1993), and Par-delà (1994).24 With reference to
Préfixes, Levinas describes his process of polyphonic writing to be
based on the principles of space and variation:

These categories of the use of space [instrumental attack and
echo] gradually led me to a radical and polyphonic writing which
became the very essence of this piece: a continuous stretto that
can integrate more than thirty real parts. This stretto is structured
on hybrid “phases” each obeying accelerations and decelerations.
They obey ten increases and five proportional decreases. The
superposition of these “variations” and their progressive and
calculated shift create complex rhythmic “textures” and energize
the perception of the hybridization of sounds.25

The use of stretto in Rebonds is different from that of Préfixes insofar as
its processes of acceleration and deceleration follow less “proportional”
alterations, but this does not preclude the possibility of identifying,
more generally, the way in which speed is a primary contributor to the
haecceity of each polyphonic glissando event and to the quality of
“extension” more generally.26 Example 2 reproduces the third glissando
of Site A (mm. 13–15), in which Piano I and Piano II perform the
same descending line in canon (with a rhythmic offset of a 32nd note)
while the flute and piccolo clarinet echo the pianos, loosely transposing
their parts a fifth higher. This type of canonic reiteration is one means
by which Levinas counteracts the directionality (usually downward) of
the glissando events to emphasize the quality of “fixity” in Rebonds.
Particularly in the later glissandi of Site A, which may have five or six
canonic entries occur within a quarter-note span, the sensation of
perpetual free-fall is reminiscent of the acoustic phenomenon known as
a “Shepard tone,” or the directional stasis that is evoked by a barber’s
pole or a Möbius strip.27 To arrive at a quantitative value for the speed
of these dense, polyphonic events, however, we must first understand
Levinas’s second compositional principle: ornamentation.
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While the relationship between instrumental parts is polyphonic, the
gestural content of these parts––and of the piece as a whole––is that of
glissandi created by micro-intervallic ornamentation. Rather than being
straight-forward chromatic ascents or descents (though these do
happen on occasion), the glissandi of Rebonds usually make their way

EXAMPLE 2: POLYPHONY IN MM. 13–15 OF REBONDS

© Copyright Éditions Henry Lemoine, Paris. All rights reserved.

EXAMPLE 3: REBONDS, MM. 10–12 (PICCOLO PART ONLY)
© Copyright Éditions Henry Lemoine, Paris. All rights reserved.
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circuitously, seemingly improvising their way through pitch space.
Example 3 reproduces the first instance of this in the piece, as it
appears in the piccolo part (mm. 10–12). From the first note, E6, to
the last, G#5, is a minor sixth, or sixteen quarter-steps (although no
microtonal intervals are use in this excerpt, they are common enough
in Rebonds that they should be considered the standard unit of
measure for each glissando). This interval of pitch space is traversed by
a wandering but generally descending chromatic line, composed exclu-
sively of small intervals spanning from one to four half-steps. Although
there is a good deal of variation in the ornamental textures of Rebonds,
this provides a representative example of how, on a very fine-grained
level, a single instrument may perform an ornamented glissando.

The process of ornamentation is not always quite this simple,
however. In the performance instructions of the score, Levinas calls for
two pianists to play three pianos: the first piano is tuned normally, the
second is tuned 1/4 tone lower, and the third is tuned “in 1/16th
tones over 88 notes” that “cover the range of an octave.”28 This
micro-intervallic tuning (especially of the third piano) is used to
produce many complex manifestations of the glissando gesture, some
of which will be discussed later. But in addition to performing its own
glissandi, Levinas explains, “The piano in sixteenth tones ornaments
the unisons of the flute, violin, cello, and clarinet. These trills are
realized from ‘rocket’ features, progressively evolving from one pitch
to another by adding and removing notes. It is a process of micro-
intervallic evolution.”29 Thus, not only are the glissandi of each
individual part ornamented by virtue of their pitch non-linearity (as in
Examples 2 and 3), but they may be ornamented on a further level by
the microtonal piano.

I have so far discussed Levinas’s conceptions of polyphony and
ornamentation in isolation, but in my understanding these composi-
tional principles are, at a fundamental level, just two different
modalities of time. Recall my assertion that speed is the primary means
by which the haecceity of a glissando event coalesces on the immanent
compositional plane of Rebonds. Building on this, we may conceive of
a continuum of speeds that facilitates a phase change between static
ornamentation on the one hand and directional polyphonic gestures
on the other, determining the level of rhythmic detail that will be
perceptible in a given moment.30 The glissando in Example 3 travels at
a moderate speed, descending through sixteen quarter-steps in
approximately five seconds, from which we can calculate a speed of 3.2
quarter-steps/second. At this relatively slow pace, the ornamental
intervals are easily perceived and the rhythmic character of the line is
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likely more salient than the gesture of a descending glissando.31 This
somewhat obscures the glissando effect, which is apparent only as an
assemblage of the numerous intervallic spans it comprises––rather like
the composite images formed by small strokes of color in the
Divisionist paintings of Jean Metzinger32 or Robert Delaunay.33 The
inverse is true for glissandi of faster speeds, in which the movement
through pitch space becomes more perceptually significant than the
rhythm of the ornamentation. Levinas uses glissandi from every phase
of this continuum—often successively or simultaneously juxtaposed
with contrasting speeds—to create distinct strata of movement that
define the unique temporal expression of a given moment.

Levinas seems to have decided upon the centrality of time as an
organizing concept in Rebonds only after having completed the
composition. He provides, in a lecture given at NYU’s “The Sense of
Sound” conference, the source for his re-conception of the relationship
between polyphony and ornamentation:

All that is orchestration is based on the principle of “time,” which
ultimately prefigures all acoustic research. Therefore, Ligeti told
me in a letter [regarding Rebonds]: “you did not make a glissando,
you made a polyphony that believes it is a glissando.” This is the
foundation of the relationship between polyphony and timbre and
even individual melody.34

This correspondence with György Ligeti proved to be vital to Levinas’s
understanding of Rebonds, insofar as it made him realize “that what he
was doing was an acoustic decoy; while thinking that [he was]
presenting glissandi he was actually doing a polyphonic effect.”35 But
Ligeti’s influence also had a more foundational impact: by reinterpreting
the various musical parameters of Rebonds as univocal expressions of
time, he transformed how Levinas conceived not only of this piece, but
also the relationship between the abstract domains of orchestration,
polyphony, timbre, and melody. It is also by this logic that we can
conceive of Rebonds through the framework of Messiaen’s “la perte du
temps” and Deleuze and Guattari’s immanent plane: as different
modalities of time, ornamentation and polyphony give diverse expres-
sion to the piece’s basic idea, the glissando gesture, or rebondissement.
Put another way, it is by means of these two musical characteristics
that the virtual becomes actual in Rebonds, fabricating time in a
continuous kaleidoscope of distinct and differentiated speeds.
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ANALYSIS

As mentioned previously, Rebonds can be segmented into three sites of
activity, based on the use of distinct timbres and speeds. Example 4
presents a spectrogram of the entire piece, created from a recording of
its first performance in 1993, conducted by Fahrad Mechkat with
soloists from the Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France. Beneath
the spectrogram is a chart representing the density of events in each
site, as well as a trend line to show how the concentration of activity
drops significantly from Site A to Site B and then follows a gradual
increase to Site C. A consideration of the quantitative parameters of
these events (their speed, ornamentation, timbre, and directionality)
and the way in which their interrelations form distinct gestural
assemblages provides a way of hearing Rebonds that captures some of
the spontaneity and intuition that Levinas adopted in its composition.

EXAMPLE 4: SPECTROGRAM OF REBONDS WITH SITES AND EVENT CURVE
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SITE A

Attracted to the circular and repetitive intervalic patterning of
Messiaen’s modes of limited transposition, Levinas describes the pitch
content of Rebonds as “a rigorously polyphonic writing of micro-
intervallic superpositions of [Messiaen’s] mode 2 in various transposi-
tions.”36 Otherwise known as the octatonic collection, Messiaen’s
second mode does indeed feature prominently at certain moments of
the work, but it is Messiaen’s third mode (which uses the interval
pattern [2,1,1]) that is used in the introduction of Rebonds (mm. 1–8).
Two transpositions of the mode are used simultaneously to differen-
tiate between the two parts of a canon in which the comes is a perfect
fifth above the dux. The most salient feature of this introduction,
however, is its process of gradual acceleration. With very few excep-
tions, the glissandi of Rebonds remain at stable speeds and rhythmic
values for their entire duration. In the introduction, however, the note
durations begin as whole-notes and are gradually truncated to become
quarter-notes, establishing a process of rhythmic acceleration. The
tempi of this passage work in tandem with this process, increasing from
q = 47 to q = 80. The actual, performed speed of the glissando can also
be measured, as demonstrated with Example 3, but it will be
represented by a curve, due to its gradual acceleration (Example 5): it

EXAMPLE 5: CHART OF SPEEDS IN THE

INTRODUCTION OF REBONDS (MM. 1–8)



eventually culminating with a slide on the third piano through its
entire octave range, performed in 1.7 seconds, or a speed of 9.4 q/s.37

In contrast to the exponential acceleration of the introductory
glissando, the glissandi in the primary part of Site A maintain steady
speeds throughout, indicated on the spectrogram of Site A with blue
crosses and horizontal lines to represent their duration (Example 6).
There is a gradual acceleration of speeds at the beginning of this
passage, represented by the logarithmic dotted line, followed by a
sudden decrease in speed for the final three glissandi. Working against
any predictable acceleration, however, is the irregular duration of
silence between each glissando event: ranging from little or no silence
at all (particularly in the second half of the passage) to 10.5 seconds
between the eleventh and twelfth glissandi (when the dotted curve of
this figure disappears), the duration of silence is unpredictable enough
to obfuscate any strong sense of teleology.38 The tension between
inertia and acceleration––and likewise between predictability and
unpredictability––is a manifestation of the fixity/extension dualism

EXAMPLE 6: SPECTROGRAM OF SITE A (MM. 1–47),
WITH SPEEDS OF GLISSANDI
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that generates the form of a “closed spiral loop”: although the
glissandi do gather speed, their trajectory is resisted by the irregular
juxtaposition of stasis (which is itself a speed of zero) and the
polyphonic relationship between the parts.39

Although the octatonic collection is used rather loosely in Site A,
Levinas foregrounds its cyclical (and therefore “fixed”) quality through
the mechanics of the piano. In m. 22, Pianos I and II are instructed to
silently depress the keys of two fully diminished seventh chords and to
sustain them with the sostenuto pedal for the remainder of the piece
(Example 7). The pitches of these two sustained chords together form
the octatonic collection OCT(2,3) and in nearly every subsequent
occurrence in Site A they are given dynamic emphasis. Rebonds is not
the first piece in which Levinas uses this technique: writing about Trois
Études, published just one year earlier, Levinas explains that “The
specificity of a piano’s ‘sostenuto’ pedal makes it possible to compose a
polyphony based on different and simultaneous speeds . . . Indeed,
certain notes are kept in this ‘sostenuto’ pedal, which allows different
modes of attack and resonance, with extremely varied durations, to be
heard simultaneously.”40 Therefore, not only does the sostenuto pedal
literally “fix” mode 2 in all subsequent passages, where its pitches will
be sustained for a longer duration than any surrounding pitch material,
but it produces a complex polyphony in which multiple speeds emerge
from a single part. Example 8 reproduces one such passage (mm. 26–
28), where forte markings are painstakingly used to accent the modal
sostenuto notes in an otherwise chromatic and piano context.
Immediately following this excerpt, the pianists are instructed to
perform a similar passage (albeit ascending) with their left hand while

EXAMPLE 7: EXCERPT OF M. 22 SHOWING THE

SOSTENUTO INSTRUCTION FOR PIANO I AND II

© Copyright Éditions Henry Lemoine, Paris. All rights reserved.
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directly striking the piano strings between E2 and A2 with their right
hand (mm. 29–31). The only pitches that are notated in the right
hand’s staff are those which will be sustained by the sostenuto pedal,
F2 and G#2. In this respect, the fixed octatonic collection of Pianos I
and II is chromatically ornamented in order to effect an extension on
the temporal and pitch-space planes.

SITE B

The clearest suggestion of a spectral idiom in Rebonds is found in the
first measures of Site B. Supported by a D2 fundamental in the cello,
the piccolo clarinet, violin, and flute gradually introduce pitch layers at
A4, and C5, the fundamental’s sixth and seventh partials. The seventh
partial becomes the point of departure for the remainder of the site
when, in m. 61, the third piano plays “approximately” [résultante
approximative] the same pitch to initiate the first of Site B’s five
descending glissandi. The first two of these glissandi span C5-Eµ4, the
third and fourth are expanded to C5-C˜4, and the fifth returns approx-
imately to the initial span with C5-E4. Because Piano III is tuned in
sixteenth-steps and none of the keys on the keyboard correspond to
their normal pitches, these ranges are only approximate designations;
what the piano plays in actuality is a highly ornamented and greatly
expanded version of the rapid glissandi performed in Site A. In the first
site, the third piano is used only for “special effect”––by providing
ornamentation, interruption, or continuation of glissandi initiated in

EXAMPLE 8: REBONDS, MM. 26–28 (PIANO I AND II PARTS ONLY)
© Copyright Éditions Henry Lemoine, Paris. All rights reserved.
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other instrumental parts. In contrast to the fleeting glissandi of Site A,
in Site B the third piano’s octave range is unfolded gradually and is
accompanied by ornamental flourishes that dilute any precise sense of
pitch. Example 9 reproduces the beginning of the first glissando, mm.
61–62, where the “micro-intervallic evolution” of the 64th-note orna-
mentation can be seen to progressively evolve, as Levinas describes in
the score instructions, “from one pitch to another by adding and
removing notes.”41

Also shown in Example 9 are the trilled accompaniments of Pianos I
and II which move in contrary motion from octave Cs (though Piano
II will sound a quarter-step flat) in a swirling, microcosmic expression
of Rebonds's global spiral form. These swirls ornament all five of the
primary glissandi of Site B, mirroring the expansion and contraction of
each glissandi’s span with a parallel intervallic and registral process (at
their largest point, accompanying the third glissando, the upper swirl
spans E5-Bb4 and the lower swirl spans C4-G4). Example 10 functions
as a map of Site B by extracting from the spectrogram the three distinct
textures that contribute to the unique timbre of each glissando event.42

Each row of the map corresponds to an equal range in pitch space,
with most of the instrumental parts in this site constrained to the range
of the C4-C5 octave that the Piano III glissandi are traversing.43

A last important feature of this site to consider is the textural effect
that is created by overlapping low-order partials across glissandi events.
That is, the glissandi of Site B form an interlocking network of spectra
in which prominent upper partials from the end of one glissando event
prepare the first or second partials of the following event. This is visually
striking in the spectrogram of Example 10, where the overlap is readily
apparent: the third partial of the first glissando, Bµ5, is redirected into
the second partial of the second glissando, C6; the second to third
glissandi follow a similar pattern. For the remaining glissandi the
overlap is even more direct as the second partial, C˜5, leads directly
into the fundamental of the following glissando, C5 (the inclusion of
at least two beats of rest between the third, fourth, and fifth glissandi is
perhaps intended to allow for the interval of three quarter-steps to be
smoothed over). The resulting network is an elegant demonstration of
how the abstract concept of fixity and return can be worked out on the
immanent musical plane. Just one year later, Grisey would begin
composition on a very different kind of piece, Vortex Temporum
(1994–96) which, nevertheless, would operate from a similar paradigm:
“the interlocking of the fundamentals in chromatic descents and the
continuous filtering of the piano generate a sort of double rotation, a
continuous helical movement which winds around itself.”44
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EXAMPLE 9: REBONDS, MM. 61–62,
FIRST GLISSANDO OF SITE B (PIANO PARTS ONLY)
© Copyright Éditions Henry Lemoine, Paris. All rights reserved.
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SITE C

The process of overlap, now begun, persists to Rebonds’s final
measures. The last glissando of Site B ends on E4, a pitch which is
redirected up a half-step, at the beginning of Site C, and moved to the
cello. This initiates a final large-scale glissando which, beginning with
F4, will take the remaining four and a half minutes of the piece to
return to its starting place, the C5 established in Site B.45 As the final
site of Rebonds, Site C functions as an expansion of the two previous
sections by bringing their unique assemblages of speed and timbre into
juxtaposition and transforming these returns with ornamentation.
Example 11 shows how the speeds of the ensemble glissandi
(consisting in this site of the piccolo, piccolo clarinet, and violin)
gradually decelerate from 3.4 q/s to 1.9 q/s before dropping out
completely. In texture and interval content, these glissandi are almost
identical to the glissandi of Site A (see Example 2). Pianos I and II, on

EXAMPLE 10: SPECTROGRAM AND MAP OF EVENTS IN SITE B (MM. 48–103)
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the other hand, initially participate in the ensemble glissandi, but
quickly diverge and begin a process of rhythmic dissolution. This
disintegration of a stable, measurable speed is represented by the
slanted, red lines marking the first two piano glissandi of Example 11.
The last five events in the piano parts are so erratic in rhythm and
duration that it is difficult to represent their speed as either a decimal
number or a curve (see Example 8, from Site A, as these interruptions
represent the highly-ornamented return of that textural source).
Instead, I include them in Example 11 as vertical attack points, thus
drawing attention to the fact that they, like the speeds of the ensemble
glissandi, are following a process of temporal dilation. The temporal
span between the onset of each event grows exponentially: beginning
with twelve seconds between the start of the first two events, the
duration then increases by 2.5 seconds (for a total of 14.5 seconds)
between the second and third events, five seconds between the third
and fourth, and ten seconds between the fourth and fifth.

The juxtaposition of material from Site A and Site B, both in highly
ornamented form, reaches its point of culmination after the final Piano
III glissando (10:30 on the spectrogram), when the score indication

EXAMPLE 11: SPECTROGRAM OF SITE C (MM. 104–55),
WITH SPEEDS OF GLISSANDI AND PIANO INTERRUPTIONS



La Perte du Temps: Michaël Levinas’s Rebonds on the Plane of Immanence 57

“Monodie Ornamenté” (m. 139) reinstates the canonic texture of the
introductory passage. Led by the cello (which by this point has
ascended from F4 to G4) and ornamented by trills in the third piano,
the remaining instruments follow at staggered durations as the
glissando ascends, at a glacial speed of 0.08 q/s, to C5.

THE REFRAIN

What consequence does the formal and conceptual framework I have
described have for a hearing of Rebonds? And what do the analytical
findings contribute to this framework? By identifying relations of speed,
describing their modes of extension, and locating their points of return,
new possibilities of listening begin to open up that resist our conventional
linear understanding of time. What Levinas refers to as the “temporal
principles of the scales”46 and “gyratory form . . . which returns, in
time, to the modal scale of the beginning of the piece,”47 is evocative
of a final Deleuzian concept that I will now introduce: the refrain.

So just what is a refrain? Glass harmonica: the refrain is a prism, a
crystal of space-time. It acts upon that which surrounds it, sound
or light, extracting from it various vibrations, or decompositions,
projections, or transformations. The refrain also has a catalytic
function: not only to increase the speed of the exchanges and
reactions in that which surrounds it, but also to assure indirect
interactions between elements devoid of so-called natural affinity,
and thereby to form organized masses. . . . The refrain fabricates
time (du temps). . . . Time is not an a priori form; rather, the
refrain is the a priori form of time, which in each case fabricates
different times.48

Thus, the refrain of Rebonds––the twenty-nine glissandi that actualize
as distinct speeds, timbres, and ornamentations––are, to the listener,
the productive source of time(s) while the piece goes on. Rather than
hearing Rebonds as an expression of an underlying formal principle,
which would make the musical surface just that––an ornamental façade
overlaying a deeper musical structure––I maintain that the substance or
haecceity of Rebonds as a whole is both immanent and perceptually
available. Likewise, the musical refrain does not develop through time,
but rather manifests in various guises and, in so doing, “fabricates
different times.” Rebonds is therefore a composition of twenty-nine
times, all distinct and all immanent, in turn, to the listener. And yet
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Rebonds is also fixed, closed, part of an eternal return. This tension,
between temporal extension and fixity, can only be expressed imma-
nently, as a lived tension––Proust understood this and recreated it many
times over in In Search of Lost Time.49 Levinas drew on the same tension
when composing Rebonds and it is thus only through a thorough under-
standing how musical moments negotiate this complex relationship––
how twelve minutes of glissandi can be both a “perte du temps” and
the furthest thing from a “waste of time”––that the multiple speeds
and times of Rebonds can be fully experienced.50
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