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CHAPTER ONE

Prelude

If the term ‘avant-garde music’ suggests the music being
written today, or even tomorrow, it might seem paradoxical to
attempt a ‘concise history of avant-garde music’. However,
those composers most associated with radical developments in
music do have roots in the past. And if one were to trace those
roots back, one might well find oneself at this flute melody at
the beginning of the Prélude a ‘L’ aprés-midi d’un faune’ by Claude
Debussy (1862—1918).
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Debussy’s venturesomeness is clear enough if one recalls that
the Prélude was written, between 1892 and 1894, at a time when
Dvorak was composing his ‘New World” Symphony and
Tchaikovsky his ‘Pathétique’. But Debussy’s claim to
fatherhood of the avant garde goes deeper than that, for his
clear-sighted rejection of conventional musical norms has
remained an example to later composers. Those who have
tollowed him in this can be described as belonging to the avant
garde. They, and not others who have composed more closely
within the traditions of music, are the subject of this book.

It 1s difficult to generalize about avant-garde music, but
one can say that it normally implies a questioning of the
system of major and minor keys which had provided
motivation and coherence for most western art music since the
seventeenth century. In this respect Debussy’s Prélude
undoubtedly heralds the avant garde. Gently it shakes loose
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Debussy m a Paris street at the turn of the century.

trom roots in diatonic (major-minor) tonality, which is not to
say that it is atonal, or keyless, but merely that the old harmonic
relationships are no longer of binding significance. At times
Debussy leaves the key in doubt, as he does in the first two bars
of the flute melody quoted above, where he fills in the space
between C sharp and G: all the notes are included, and not just
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the selection which would point to a particular major or minor
key. Moreover, the outline interval, a tritone, is that most
inimical to the diatonic system, the ‘diabolus in musica’ as it was
called by medieval theorists. Debussy does not go on in that
way, for his third bar indicates an arrival in the key of B major.
But diatonic harmony is now only one possibility among
many, not necessarily the most important and not necessarily
determinant of form and function.

With regard to form, the Prélude again sows the seeds of
innovation. Instead of choosing a distinctive theme and
developing it in consecutive fashion, Debussy takes an idea
which is hesitant, turning back on itself twice before opening
out, unassertive and so unsuitable for ‘logical’ elaboration in the
orthodox manner. This flute theme is the subject almost
throughout the Prélude, though it may be expanded by
embellishment or split into independent fragments; there are
repeated excursions from the theme and returns to it. Debussy
does not, however, engage his principal idea in a long-term
progressive development. The effect is rather that of an
improvisation.

The spontaneity of the Prélude is not just a matter of
harmonic ambiguity and formal freedom; it depends also on the
fluctuating tempos and irregular rhythms, and on the subtle
colouring of the piece. Traditional thematic working had
demanded a certain regularity and homogeneity of rhythm in
order that attention might be focused on matters of harmony
and melodic shape, and the tempos had to be chosen to ensure
the goal-directed force of the music. Debussy’s music, wayward
in harmony and form, is correspondingly less constrained in its
measurement of time.

As for colour, Debussy was a master of delicate orchestral
shadings, and a pioneer in consistently making instrumentation
an essential feature of composition. More than any earlier music
(except perhaps that of Berlioz), Debussy’s works suffer loss
when arranged for other media: one has only to hear a piano
version of the Prélude, for instance, to be convinced of that. The
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flute theme of the piece is very definitely a theme for the flute,
and it becomes something significantly different when heard on
another instrument. Acknowledging this, Decbussy in the
Prélude restricts his theme to the flute, except for brief
appearances once each on clarinet and oboe, appearances which
have structural importance: the clarinet sets the theme on its
most far-reaching development, and the oboe attempts to
prolong movement when the stillness of the opening has
returned. Thus the orchestration has its part in establishing both
ideas and structure; it is more than an ornament or a means for
enhancing rhetoric.

Debussy could take a fresh approach to orchestration because
his kind of musical formation was quite new. He had little time
for the thorough, continuous, symphonic manner of the
Austro-German tradition, the ‘logical’ development of ideas
which gives music the effect of a narrative. For him, music was
not the relayer of stories of personal emotion such as
contemporary critics supposed for works of Beethoven, or such
as contemporary composers, like Richard Strauss, made explicit
in their symphonic poems. Debussy’s music has abandoned the
narrative mode, and with it the coherent linkage projected by
the conscious mind; its evocative images and its elliptical
movements suggest more the sphere of free imagination, of
dream. As Debussy himself wrote, ‘music alone has the power
to evoke as it will the improbable places, the unquestionable and
chimerical world which works secretly on the mysterious
poetry of the night, on those thousand anonymous sounds made
when leaves are caressed by the rays of the moon.” The prose is
typically enigmatic and replete with images, but the reference
to dreaming is clear enough.

An analogy with dreams, or more generally with
spontaneous associations of ideas in the mind, is more revealing
than the long-established comparison of Debussy’s music with
Impressionist painting. It is true that he sometimes chose
subjects which appealed also to the Impressionists: ‘Reflets dans
I'eau’, for instance, one of his Iimages for piano, has a title which
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might be affixed to many canvases by Monet. Yet music differs
essentially from painting in that it is an art which takes place in
time. Debussy’s formal and rhythmic techniques may have
weakened the sense of ongoing time, but movement was of the
utmost importance to him. Again, he was not concerned just
with painting sound pictures: ‘1 would like for music’, he once
wrote, ‘a freedom which it can achieve perhaps more than any
other art can, not being limited to a more or less exact
reproduction of nature, but to the mysterious correspondences
between Nature and Imagination.’

In the case of the Prélude. there is a strong suggestion of place,
of woodland in the lazy afternoon heat, but Debussy’s main
concern is with the ‘correspondences’ (Baudelairean word)
between this environment and the thoughts of the faun in the
eclogue by Stéphane Mallarmé on which the music is based, to

Costume design by Léon
Bakst for the Faun in
Fokine’s ballet to Debussy’s
Prélude. The ballet was first
given by the Diaghilev
company in Paris in 1912,
with Nijinsky as the Faun.




DE DEBUSSY

Front cover of the first
edition of La mer, for which
Debussy chose Hokusai’s
print The Wave.

which it forms a ‘prelude’. The work is, in Debussy’s own
words, a sequence of ‘successive décors which bring forward the
desires and dreams of the faun’.

Other works of Debussy, like the symphonic sketches La mer
(1903—5), are probably based directly on nature, without the
filtering of a poet’s imagination; yet in these too nature is only a
starting point, left bchind in the eventual creation of
‘mysterious correspondences’ having more to do with the
composer’s interior world. Debussy suggested as much when
writing about ‘the secret of musical composition’: “The sound
of the sea, the curve of a horizon, wind in leaves, the cry of a
bird leave manifold impressions in us. And suddenly, without
our wishing it at all, one of these memories spills from us and
finds expression in musical language.” The stimulus is not the
original natural phenomenon, the ‘impression’, but the
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secondary mental phenomenon, the ‘memory’. ‘T want’,
Debussy wrote in the same essay, ‘to sing my interior landscape
with the simple artlessness of a child.’

In Debussy’s view the established techniques stood in the way
of such expression; they imposed cliché and artifice, and they
had been developed for different purposes, chiefly to express
and to stimulate emotional reactions. The freer low which he
achieved, in feeling as much as in technique (the two being
inseparable), had more chance of mirroring the mind’s elusive
and allusive internal workings. It also brought a seductive
ambience to his music, and to some extent this clouded
appreciation of its technical and aesthetic newness. The Prélude
met with immediate popularity, not the violent rejection which
greeted the first radical works of Schoenberg, Stravinsky and
others; scandal came only two decades after the first
performance, when Nijinsky’s dancing exposed the erotic
languor in the piece. Debussy had opened the paths of modern
music — the abandonment of traditional tonality, the
development of new rhythmic complexity, the recognition of
colour as an essential, the creation of a quite new form for cach
work, the exploration of deeper mental processes — but he had
done so by stealth.
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CHAPTER TWO

The late Romantic background

The nature and the consequences of Debussy’s revolution were
not to be recognized fully until after the second world war, and
his immediate influence was limited, if widespread: his
evocative titles, his harmonic practices and his orchestral
innovations were abundantly imitated, but his freedom of
movement, his lightness of touch and his impalpable coherence
could not be matched. And his near contemporaries,
particularly in Austria and Germany, were concerned to bolster
and continue the nineteenth-century Romantic tradition rather
than to explore fundamentally new directions. But there was a
problem. Wagner and Liszt had greatly increased the scope of
permissible harmony and the rate of harmonic change, and it
was difficult to find ways of accommodating the new
chromaticism within forms which depended for their life on
coherent harmonic schemes. Debussy had answered the
difficulty by abandoning both harmonic and structural
orthodoxy; but if the old models of continuous development
were to be retained, then new binding elements were needed, if
only to satisfy the composer’s sense of form bequeathed by
tradition.

Many composers found the template they required in a
literary programme, as Liszt had in his virtual invention of the
principal genre of literary instrumental music, the symphonic
poem. Richard Strauss (1864-1949) composed a series of
symphonic poems in the nineties, including Also sprach
Zarathustra and Ein Heldenleben, which brought the genre to an
extravagant culmination. Strauss was unrivalled in his ability to
create musical ‘translations’ of narrative images, so that, with
some knowledge of the subject, his symphonic poems can be
‘decoded’ as stories while they are being heard. There could be
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Richard Strauss; oil portrait
by Max Liebermann.

no more striking instances of how far music had become a
medium for emotional or action narrative in the nineteenth
century, nor could there be any continuation along this road:
Strauss himself turned his skills to opera.

However, programmes of a psychological kind can fairly be
assumed to lic behind the symphonies of Gustav Mahler
(1860-1911), even where they are not made explicit by texts or
titles: Mahler’s correspondence indicates as much. If Strauss’s
symphonic poems are emotional histories related from outside,
Mahler’s symphonies are confessions of feeling vouchsafed
from within. His themes are made to carry an unprecedented
expressive load, and his forms arc motivated more by the
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exigencies of expression than by harmonic function. At root the
music 1s still diatonic, and the symphony is still for Mahler, as it
was for Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven, a drama of relation and
contrast. Now, however, the figures in the drama are not so
much keys and themes as feelings and psychological characters.

Mahler was thus able to incorporate the lyrical mode — music
asan almost purcly expressive art, ignorant of large-scale form —
within the dramatic structure of the symphony. Some of his
symphonic movements are songs with orchestra; others use
material which had appeared originally in independent songs.
The Second and Third Symphonies (1887—96) introduce solo
and choral voices in their final movements to make clear the
expressive intention after several movements for orchestra
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alone. And in the Eighth Symphony (1906—7), sometimes
known as ‘the symphony of a thousand’, Mahler calls on
an enormous array of soloists, choral voices and orchestral
mstruments all through.

The use of very large forces, common to most composers of
the period except Debussy, can be seen as another means of
assuring directional force at a time when this could no longer be
entrusted to harmonic methods. A massive close, such as
appears for example in Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder (1900-11),
would give a more decisive finality to a work than any return to
a ‘home’ key, long forgotten 1if it had ever been clearly stated.
Mahler and Strauss commonly called for an orchestra of treble
the size of Beethoven’s, so that it was possible for gigantic
crescendos, outbursts of rhetoric and grand perorations to
substantiate musical form in dynamic terms.

For Mahler, in particular, the large orchestra also made
available a variety of smaller formations which could be used to
add new characters or to emphasize contrasts. Mahler asked too

Gustav Mahler in 1896, the
year in which he completed
his Third Symphony.

PR oy

Mahler conducting; from a
sheet of silhoucttes by Otto
Boehler.




for instruments not usually found in the orchestra and having
references outside the world of traditional art music: cowbells
for a sense of alpine pastures, or guitar and mandolin for a taste
of popular dance. Even where these latter instruments are not
included, Mahler’s music now and then ‘descends’ towards café
music. It was part of his ideal that the symphony should be a
complete picture of the artist’s emotional universe, his
sentimentality and his ironic humour being included as much as
more noble feelings. When Debussy made his ventures into the
music hall, as he did in the piano piece ‘Golliwog’s Cake-Walk’,
it was within the context of a comic work. Mahler, on the other
hand, strove to encompass a wide range of experience within a
single composition; indeed, his symphonic structures depended
on that, and it was demanded by his determination to expose his
emotional self with the utmost truth.

There 1s, however, another aspect to Mahler’s work, the
religious and metaphysical. He was obsessed by the idea of
death, particularly his own in his last years, and in many of his
works human mortality is the occasion of profound sorrow,
oppressed anguish or bitter sarcasm. But it may also be accepted
with acquiescence, as it is in the fiale of his orchestral song-
cycle Das Lied von der Erde (‘The song of the earth’, 1907—9), or
with joy at the promise of new life, as in the Second and Eighth
Symphonies.

Death and resurrection were the subject of a good deal of late
Romantic music, including a symphonic poem by Strauss.
Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder relate a tale of ghostly resurrection as a
punishment for the hero’s sin of cursing God, but more
commonly the rebirth is one into hope, death to the world
being followed by an awakening to what is beyond the
physical. This concern with the beyond may be related to
contemporary occult movements, such as theosophy, and also
to developments in the understanding of the mind. Just as Freud
was showing that our actions and judgments are guided by a
mental life of which we are largely unaware, so composers (and,
of course, artists in other fields) looked beyond the reality of
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Frontispiece by
Rochegrosse for the first
edition of Debussy’s
opera. This rather
inappropriately
romanticized scene G R o .
shows Pelléas and ol : o
Meélisande discovered by CLAU D ]: D h B [ SN ")
M¢lisande’s husband

e MAURICE MAETERLINUH

consciousness in the hope of glimpsing essentially higher truths.
Debussy seems to have entered the subconscious world with
intuitive ease: in his opera Pelléas et Mcélisande (1892—1902),
based on the play by Maurice Maeterlinck, the most important
things remain for long unspoken and the music reveals elusive
currents which shape human destiny from below the level of the
conscious mind.

Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) was also at this time
mnfluenced by Maeterlinck’s mystical beliefs, as too by the
metaphysical Strindberg and the German symbolists. He
composed a symphonic poem Pelleas und Melisande (1902—3)
and another, unusually scored for string sextet, on the subject of
Richard Dehmel’s poem Verkldrte Nacht (‘Transfigured night’,
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Arnold Schoenberg in
1910, shortly before
he completed the
Gurrelieder.

1899), where love is seen as having the power to transfigure
nature, the metaphysical world holding a greater significance
than the physical. Such notions had one of their sources in
Wagner, like the chromatic music used to embody them. But
Schoenberg, who held to the Austro-German tradition with
uncompromising tenacity, could only unwillingly allow
metaphysics and chromaticism to lead him away from
structural coherence. It was his unique achievement at this time,
in the two symphonic poems and the First Chamber Symphony
(1906), to drive the new chords to function formally in a
development as firmly directed as any in Brahms. Only in his
songs and in the Gurrelieder did he rest on lyricism, though even
here the music is full of those contrapuntal manceuvres by
which he maintained forward movement in a world of
harmonic diversity.

The rencwal of counterpoint as a motive force can be seen
also in the music of Max Reger (1873-1916), though in his case
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there is some stylistic dissonance between the busy Bachian
polyphony and the weight of harmony it is expected to bear.
He shunned programmes or poetic sources for his instrumental
works, and, though he wrote a great many songs, he was
primarily a composer for the orchestra, for chamber groupings
and for the organ. Often he contained his densely worked music
within variation forms, but he also revived the fugue and other
Baroque models, all in an effort to stem the tde of formal
anarchy impelled by chromaticism. The results, however, are
more illustrations of the problem than, like Schoenberg’s
works, solutions.

Max Reger
conducting.




Ferruccio Busoni; drawing by

Edmond X. Kapp. The portrait

was made during a Beethoven
‘Yl performance in London in 1920.

Another musician who reached back to the Baroque for the
means to order chromaticism was the Italo-German composer
and pianist Ferruccio Busoni (1866—1924), whose wide horizons
also stretched to Debussyan harmony, North American Indian
music, Romantic rhetoric and the spirited zest of the Italian
Renaissance. He was in some ways the reverse of Mahler, the
man who opened himself to all experience but saw it from
without; his masterpiece, the opera Doktor Faust (1916—24) is
more parable and mystery play than autobiography, though
undoubtedly Busoni sympathized with Faust’s quest for
universal knowledge. He was an immensely various composer,
but he was never as daring in his music as he was in his Sketch of
a New Esthetic of Music (1907, enlarged 1910), in which he
speaks of the possibilities of radically new scales and even of
electronic music, then hardly more than a vague dream.

Strauss, Mahler, Schoenberg, Reger and Busoni all lived and
worked in the German-speaking heartland of musical tradition,
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and it was natural that their responses to the crisis of tonal
composition should have: been as much restorative as
exploratory. Schoenberg may have been the most aware of a
need to establish a functional basis for expanded tonal harmony
so that thorough musical development might continue. Busoni
may have been the most open-minded, certainly in his
manifesto. Mahler was perhaps the most audacious in looking
within himself for the answers, opening music to full and
intense expression of the personality. But all five, different
though their aims and methods were, had to face the same
problem of creating music in the absence of the old harmonic
certainties.

The problem appears to have been felt less keenly by
composers beyond Austria and Germany. It is significant, for
instance, that since Mahler the great symphonists have come
from outside the area which had been the home of the
symphony since Haydn. And the works composed in the first
decade of the twentieth century by Edward Elgar (1857-1934)
or Carl Nielsen (1865—1931) show much less harmonic strain
than do the works of their Austro-German contemporaries.
There were also composers, like Jean Sibelius (1865—1957) and
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872—1958), who were able to
develop new symphonic styles within the diatonic system.

Sibelius’s long silence — he composed almost nothing in his
last thirty years — may suggest the difficulty of maintaining
tonal composition in the twentieth century, and yet such
composers as William Walton (b. 1902) and Samuel Barber (b.
1910) have found it possible to perpetuate late Romanticism
into the century’s last quarter. Indeed, it is one of the unusual
features of music since 1900 that many composers have chosen
to take a ‘conservative’ stance, working with materials and
methods which might have seemed exhausted and outmoded
by the current of advance in technique and sensibility. Of
course, there have always been rifts and rivalries in the arts
between ‘conservatives’ and ‘radicals’. The difference in
twentieth-century music is that so many options have remained
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Jean Sibelius; oil portrait
by Akseli Gallen-Kallela,
his friend and fellow Finn.

open that there is no single stream of development, no
common language such as usually existed in earlier times, but an
ever-spreading delta of aims and means. And the beginning of
the divergence may be traced to the years 1890—-1910, the high
point of late Romanticism; for it was the emphasis placed by the
Romantics on individual temperament which prepared the
breakdown of the agreed tonal boundaries.



CHAPTER THREE

New harmony

Debussy’s description of Wagner’s music as ‘a beautiful sunset
which was mistaken for a dawn’ contains the key to late
Romanticism. Composers from all over Europe, including
Debussy himself, had made the pilgrimage to Bayreuth and
come away seduced by the powerful appeal of Wagner’s
chromatic harmony into supposing that it could stand as the
cornerstone of a new musical art. But often it had led them
instead into imitation and mannerism, since harmony was by
now not the basis of a common language but a matter of
personal style. Liszt had said that any new composition must
contain at least one new chord, and this emphasis on harmonic
innovation brought with it the weakening of the diatonic
system, not least in Liszt’s own late works. The most successtul
of the composers who, unlike Debussy, followed in a more or
less direct line after Wagner — Mabhler, Strauss and the young
Schoenberg — found it necessary to go ever further from the
simple triads on which diatonic harmony is based. And clearly
that process could not continue without the foundations being
undermined and the sunset succeeded by the new dawn of
atonality.

The moment came in the summer of 1908, when Schoenberg
was at work on various settings of poems by Stefan George:
two for the final movements of his Second String Quartet
(1907-8) and others for an eventual cycle of fifteen songs from
the poet’s Das Buch der hangenden Garten (“The book of the
Hanging Gardens’, 1908—9). Writing in 1912, Schoenberg
recalled that he had composed his George songs ‘intoxicated by
the first words in the text, . . . without in the least caring for the
further development of the poem, without even noticing it in
the ecstasy of composing’. Even so, it seems likely that George’s
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images, images of still waiting, apartness from the everyday
world and suspension in erotic feeling, had a part in leading him
into a musical universe no longer bound by the gravitational
attractions of and between keys. This becomes explicit in the
quartet, where, after two movements in the old expanded
diatonic style, the four instruments begin an atonal slow
movement and a soprano voice enters on George’s words ‘I feel
the air of another planet’.

Schoenberg’s writings suggest strongly that the breaking of
the tonal barrier was undertaken not so much in the excitement
of discovery as with difficulty and a sense of loss at what was
being abandoned. For Schoenberg was no avant-garde
experimenter; his venture into atonality he saw as an inevitable
consequence of what had gone before, and he felt himself forced
to go onward, even if it should be against his conscious will. He
would have liked to spend more time investigating the rich
diatonic style of the recent First Chamber Symphony, but not
until the 1930s did he find himself able to do so. Moreover, to
lose diatonic harmony was to lose the principal framework
supporting the music he most venerated, that of the Austro-
German tradition from Bach to Brahms. Without an intense
compulsion he would perhaps have found it impossible to enter
the realms of atonality; and indeed, after the first flush of atonal
works he did fall almost silent for seven years. For the moment,
however, the historical force was unavoidable, and deeply
disturbing: ‘Personally I had the feeling’, Schoenberg
remembered, ‘as if [ had fallen into an ocean of boiling water . . .
it burned not only my skin, it burned also internally.’

The same force was felt by other composers at the same time,
though without their being led thereby to join Schoenberg.
Richard Strauss, in his operas Salome (1903—s) and Elektra
(1906-8), pressed towards the brink of atonality, but his
reaction was a retreat into the comfortable pastiche of Der
Rosenkavalier  (1909—10).  Sibelius’s  Fourth ~ Symphony
(1910—11) is almost a study on the tonally disruptive interval of
the tritone, but he too made no further advance into new
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territory. Mahler, in the Adagio which was the only completed
movement of his Tenth Symphony (1909—10), came suddenly
to the atonal chasm with a ten-note chord which makes an
awesome point of punctuation, and it is impossible to imagine
where he might have gone had he lived beyond the next year.
Alexandr Skryabin (1872—1915) also died when his music was
on the point of abandoning tonality, and before he could bring
the physical world to an end in an ecstasy of religious fulfilment
ata ceremony of music, poetry, light, perfume and dance which
he planned for a temple in the Himalayas.

Given what appears to have been a generally felt pressure, one
might ask why it should have been Schoenberg who took the

Alexandr Skryabin,
whose mystical
intentions led him to
the brink of atonality.




first step into atonality. His own answer was typical, that it had
to be somebody: the historical imperative was inescapable. But
one may add other causes more directly concerned with
Schoenberg himself. As his pre-atonal works show, he was
acutely aware that the harmonic innovations of his time
threatened the diatonic foundations of music, for his response
had been to strengthen the formal, essentially the harmonic
framework, forcing the new chords to function structurally. At
a deep level, however, he appears to have acknowledged that
this could be no more than a temporary solution, and that the
imposition of diatonic propriety was becoming ever less
justified by the chordal material being used: he once said that he
had for some years been considering the step he took in Das
Buch der hangenden Gdrten.

It may also be that Schoenberg’s final loosening of tonal ties
bore some relation to events in his personal life. In the summer
of 1908, at the very time of his first atonal compositions, his wife
left him for a while to live with their friend, the painter Richard
Gerstl. The experience of disillusionment, dejection and regret
1s certainly reflected in the Second String Quartet, and it may
have hastened Schoenberg’s move into a style bereft of
foundations. But, even in expressive terms, it cannot have been
the sole cause. The breach of atonality came as a necessary step
in Schoenberg’s increasingly penetrating revelation of interior
emotions, for the exposure of the deepest springs of personality
required musical means of an utterly personal kind, not those
learned from tradition. Atonality was the only possible medium
tor musical Expressionism.

Schoenberg’s first Expressionist works, the George settings of
the Second Quartet and Das Buch der hangenden Gdrten, contrast
sharply with most of his earlier scores, and not just in terms of
harmony. The texture is light, the movement fleeting; and the
tone is more lyrical than dramatic, for drama had depended on
the harmonic tensions now dissolved. But things soon changed.
In two works of 1909, the Three Piano Pieces and the Five
Orchestral Pieces, Schoenberg was able both to re-introduce
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A Schoenberg sclf-portrait in oils, one of many
he pamnted in the years around 1910, when he was
beginning his exploration of atonality.

dramatic forms and for the first time to compose atonally
without the stimulus and support of a text. The third of the
orchestral picces was, however, based on a visual impression,
that of early morning sunlight on the waters of a lake, which it
mterprets in subtle shifts of colour and harmony within an
enigmatic stillness.

There is a quality here that recalls the wide-cyed gaze of the
self-portraits which Schoenberg painted during the same
period. He was never more than an amateur painter, but he did
produce a large number of canvases during these Expressionist
years, and his paintings earned the respect of Kandinsky and
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Front cover by Jean
Delville for the first
edition of Skryabin’s
Prometheus, a design which
announces the apocalyptic
nature of the contents.

Costume designs by >
Schoenberg for the
Woman and the Man in
his dramatic work Die
gliickliche Hand.

others in the Blaue Reiter group. His sudden creative explosion
in another medium may be understood in the light of a
common fecling at the time that the artist was possessed of a
vision which demanded expression in whatever form; what
mattered was not the form but the vision, not technique but
truth.

The most complex and universal visions might require
several arts for their revelation, as Skryabin had intended in his
projected ceremony of spiritual cataclysm. Such a combination
of the arts, again a legacy from Wagner, was adumbrated by
Skryabin in his Prometheus (1910), which is scored for piano,
orchestra, organ, wordless chorus and ‘clavier a lumicres’. This
last, an imaginary instrument, has a part in standard musical
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notation, but the idea was that its keys should bring not sound
but intense coloured light streaming into the concert hall, red
for the note C, orange-pink for G, and so on.

From Skryabin the chain of influence passed through
Kandinsky’s amalgam of music, movement and light in Der
gelbe Klang (‘The yellow sound’) to Schoenberg and his Die
gliickliche Hand (‘The capable hand’, r9ro—13). This stage picce
was conceived by Schoenberg in all its parts, with original
words, music, scenic designs, costumes and detailed instructions
for lighting to be closely allied with the music. The subject,
treated in the symbolist manner of Kandinsky’s work, is that of
the creative artist who must renounce personal gratification in
the world and instead devote himself to the expression of higher
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Design sketches by
Schoenberg for the
forest scene of his
monodrama
Enwartung.

truths. It was a theme to which Schoenberg would return again
and again.

Die gliickliche Hand had been preceded by another short
dramatic work of less personal significance yet of extraordinary
psychological insight: Erwartung (‘Expectation’, 1909). Here the
single character is a woman searching a forest for the lover who
has left her, and the music, sensitive to every shift and surge of
feeling, traces her fears, her jealous anger, her guilt and her
tender memories. Schoenberg did the essential composition of
this half-hour piece in seventeen days, and within another three
weeks he had written out its complex and subtle orchestration.
As often with him, the creative impulse must have been
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irresistible, forcing him to work ‘like a mesmerized somnam-
bulist who reveals secrets about things that he knows nothing
about when he is awake’, to quote what he described as
Schopenhauver’s ‘wonderful insight’ into the art of musical
composition.

Not only Erwartung but all of Schoenberg’s music of this
early atonal period gives the impression of having arisen
unwilled from a deep level of his mind, of being the product of
an introspective psychoanalysis. So personal was this music, and
so little filtered by the intellect, that he did not feel able to teach
atonal composition: probably he himself had no conscious
awareness of his methods. To the end of his life he taught, and
taught brilliantly, from the great Austro-German classics of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; and in 1910-11, when he
had just finished such atonal masterpieces as Erwartung and the
Five Orchestral Pieces, he wrote a treatise on harmony where
atonality appears only as a postscript. He had no time for student
composers who came to him to learn the rudiments of revolu-
tion, and he did not disparage others who felt unable to follow
him into unknown territory. Musical style was a matter for the
individual, and the greatest lesson of his teaching was that the
artist had a moral responsibility to be truthful to his own vision.

Even so, Schoenberg’s first and most gifted pupils, Alban
Berg (1885193 5) and Anton Webern (1883-1945), did quickly
follow him into atonal composition. Both were close to-him at
the time of his first atonal pieces, and it is possible that their
support, which approached reverence, was invaluable when he
came to take a course which he knew could meet only with
hostility. Webern took up Schoenberg’s lead exactly,
approaching atonality through the poetry of George in
fourteen songs of 1907—9, and Berg’s first atonal work, a set of
songs to poems by Hebbel and Mombert, followed in 1909—10.
Yet these works are not just shadows of Schoenberg. Berg and
Webern had felt the pressures towards atonality in their own
earlier compositions, and the three proceeded in parallel, united
but independent. The carly atonal songs of both pupils are fully
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characteristic, Webern’s concise and purely lyrical, Berg’s
looking with longing to the tonal past. Moreover, Berg and
Webern owed as much to Mahler as they did to Schoenberg.
Naturally this is most evident in their orchestral works: in terms
of instrumentation and gesture, Webern’s Six Orchestral Pieces
(1909-10) and Berg’s Three Orchestral Pieces (1914-15) are
closer to Mahler’s Sixth Symphony than to Schoenberg’s set of
1909. Each work includes a Mahlerian march, and both have a
public rhetoric which was very much a part of Mahler but quite
foreign to Schoenberg in his profoundly self-searching form of
Expressionism.

Outside the ‘second Viennese school’ of Schoenberg, Berg
and Webern there were few composers who took to atonality,
and those who did stood at some remove from the Vienna
circle. Edgard Varese was deeply impressed by Schoenberg’s
Five Orchestral Pieces, but his first important works, which
date from after he left France for New York in 1916, depend as
much on the experience of Debussy and Stravinsky. Other,
native American composers, like Charles Ives, Carl Ruggles and
Henry Cowell, appear to have reached atonality with little or
no knowledge of what had been achieved in Europe and from a
different point of view, ignoring tradition rather than
developing from it. In Russia, in the years around the
revolution of 1917, there were composers who came to
atonality, not through Schoenberg, however, but under the
influence of the late works of Skryabin. The Two Com-
positions for piano (1915) by Nikolay Roslavets (1880-1944),
for example, are atonal and even presage Schoenberg’s
invention of serialism as a means for consciously controlling
atonal form. But the rapidly growing political control of the
arts in the Soviet Union after the death of Lenin soon put paid to
progress along such lines, and the most adventurous Soviet
composers were obliged to emigrate or, like Roslavets, to live in
obscure neglect.

There were several rcasons why the atonal music of
Schoenberg, Berg and Webern had only limited immediate
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influence. Though Schoenberg’s scores were usually published
within two or three years of their composition, most of Berg’s
and Webern’s works remained in manuscript until the twenties.
Then again, performances were few and, in Schoenberg’s
experience, usually bad. Erwartung was not put on until 1924,
and Berg’s Three Orchestral Pieces were not heard complete
until 1930. Commercial recordings barely existed until the
fifties. And when people did have the opportunity to hear music
by Schoenberg and his pupils, the reaction was violently
aggressive. In 1913 Schoenberg conducted a concert in Vienna
including two atonal works, Webern’s Six Orchestral Pieces
and Berg’s recent settings of poems by Peter Altenberg for
soprano and orchestra. Such was the outcry that Berg’s songs
could not be completed and the police had to be called in.
Schoenberg came to understand this immoderate antipathy:
‘It might have been the desire to get rid of this nightmare, of this

Alban Berg; oil portrait by his
teacher Schoenberg. Berg's filial
respect for Schoenberg continued
from the tme of his studies
(1904—10) until his death, and he
dedicated four important works to
his master, including the Three
Orchestral Pieces and the opera
Lulu.




unharmonious torture, of these unintelligible ideas, of this
methodical madness — and I must admit: these were not bad
men who felt this way.” As a staunch guardian of tradition
himself, he recognized how disquieting his music must appear
to those for whom the diatonic conventions were absolute. But,
as Schoenberg’s use of the word ‘nightmare’ suggests, the
objection was as much to what he was expressing as to how he
was expressing it. Nor could it be otherwise: atonality had
arisen from the need to expose the most extreme and intense
emotional states, and, so it seemed for a while, only the most
disturbing feelings could be expressed through it. Schoenberg
wanted to show that its range was wider, and in 1912 he set
about writing a work of ‘light, ironic, satirical tone’. That work
was Pierrot lunaire.

Unlike Schoenberg’s other atonal works, Pierrot soon
received a fair number of performances, enjoyed a measure of
popular success and gained the interest of composers outside his
immediate circle: Debussy, Stravinsky and Ravel each drew
something from it. Pierrot appealed partly because Schoenberg
had chosen a subject which was in the air, that of the commedia
dell’arte figure and his enigmatic existence as a creature whose
thoughts and feelings are bigger than his stock character would
have one believe. Part dumb puppet, part feeling being, Pierrot
presented an image for contemporary doubts about man’s
power over himself, an image which appealed as much to
Stravinsky (in Petrushka) and Picasso as to Schoenberg.

Pierrot lunaire is an ambiguous work in many senses. The
soloist is required to use Sprechgesang, a mode of vocalization
lying between song and speech. The poems, German
translations of verses by Albert Giraud, repeatedly switch
between first-person narration and third. The piece belongs
between the stage and the concert hall: it was written not for a
singer but for an actress, who gave the first performance in
costume. The manner is part that of ‘serious’ music, part that of
the cabaret, the vocalist being accompanied by a small band of
flute, clarinet, two strings and piano (in 1901 Schoenberg had

36



Schoenberg’s
Pierrot, as
interpreted by the
Welsh mezzo-
soprano Mary
Thomas at the time
of the composer’s -
centenary in 1974. ,& i

written some songs for a rather literary night club in Berlin).
Above all, the ‘light, ironic, satirical tone’ is fused with feelings
of terrified isolation, murderous violence, macabre glee and
hopeless nostalgia. In 1908—9 Schoenberg had exposed such
emotions openly; now he did so through the shield of irony,
and inevitably this demanded a change in style. Though still
freely atonal, Pierrot returns towards the contrapuntal
proprieties and so prepares the way for that ordering of
atonality which Schoenberg was to achieve in serialism.

But that was not to come for another eight years, and,
lacking the method, Schoenberg fell almost silent. He at last
completed Die gliickliche Hand; he worked for three years on the
set of Four Orchestral Songs; and he laboured at the oratorio
Die Jakobsleiter (‘Jacob’s ladder’, 1917-22) without coming
anywhere near finishing it. Die Jakobsleiter was his first attempt
to give explicit expression to the moral and religious questions
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which he was to pursue in the works of his last two decades,
particularly in the opera Moses und Aron. Here, however, the
verbal and visual imagery comes more from Swedenborg,
through Strindberg and Balzac, than from Judaism. The
oratorio concerns the soul’s achievement of perfection through
struggle and prayer, and it begins with a vehement injunction
from the Archangel Gabriel which might almost stand as
Schoenberg’s motto: “You must go on, without asking what lies
before you.’

At its close Die Jakobsleiter was to have called for enormous
forces: “The choir and the soloists join in’, Schoenberg noted, ‘at
first mainly from the platform, then more and more far off —
offstage choirs located next to the offstage orchestras —so that, at
the close, music is streaming into the great hall from all sides.’
Like Skryabin in his final project, Schoenberg must have
intended an overwhelming effect on his audience, and the
oratorio, even in its unfinished form, serves as a powerful
reminder that Expressionist art, Strindberg’s as much as
Schoenberg’s, was concerned with spiritual revelation as much
as with erratic psychology. Webern’s later atonal songs, those of
1921—4, are all on religious texts, and in 1913 Berg had planned a
symphony with a Swedenborgian finale. Deterred from that
idea, he instead composed the Three Orchestral Pieces, and
these led not to a religious work but to the most complete
display of the power of atonality as a means for delving into
character: the opera Wozzeck (1917—22).

Berg based his opera on the fragmentary play by Georg
Biuichner, which shows an inadequate central character, a simple
soldier, who is the victim of all around him: his flirtatious
mistress Marie, whose true affections are reserved for herself and
her child; the cruelly mocking Captain' the crazed Doctor, who
saps Wozzeck’s strength by using him as a dietary guinea- pig;
the brutish Drum Major, who boasts scornfully of his conquest
of Marie. Each of these figures is drawn by Berg with
extraordinary vividness, that vividness depending, as in
Erwartung, on the extended range of melodic and harmonic
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Stage design for the Doctor’s laboratory for the first production of Berg’s
opera Wozzeck, given at Berlin in 1925.

possibility opened up by atonality. But Berg’s opera differs
from Schoenberg’s monodrama in its direct references back to
tonality, and these allow the events and attitudes, no matter
how weird, to be suffused with the composer’s sympathy. Berg
makes no obvious judgment: he shows the world as it is, and he
shows it continuing that way. :

Wozzeck achieves coherence not only through this sympathy
and its concomitant essential harmonic stability but also
through Berg’s use of established forms as ground-plans for
cach scene oract, the forms of symphony, passacaglia, invention
on a theme and so on. The old forms had here returned; the old
counterpoint had been revived in Pierrot lunaire; the way was
open for the formalization of atonality in serialism.

In such works as Wozzeck and Pierrot lunaire atonality had
abundantly proved itself the most fruitful new ‘direction to be
pursued after the seeming exhaustion of the old diatonic system,
but it was not the only one. The possibilitiecs might be extended
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alternatively by combining more than one key at the same time
(polytonality) or by using finer divisions of the octave than the
conventional semitone. Polytonality was used by Igor
Stravinsky (1882—-1971) in his ballet Pefrushka, where the torn
hopelessness of the main character is represented by the
simultaneous sounding of C major and its opposite pole, F sharp
major, and it became the principal distinguishing mark of the
copious output of Darius Milhaud (1892—-1974).

Microintervals (intervals smaller than a semitone) have
similarly become associated with the name of Alois Haba
(1893—1972), who first used quarter-tones in his Suite for string
orchestra (1917) and went on to write a variety of works,
including complete operas, in quarter-tones and sixth-tones.
But Haba had been anticipated by the Mexican composer Julian
Carrillo (1875-1965), who began investigating quarter-tones in
the last decade of the nineteenth century, and whose later works
include eighth- and even sixteenth-tone compositions. Another
independent pioneer was Ivan Vishnegradsky (b. 1893), whose
first quarter-tone pieces date from 1918; and quarter-tones were
among the eccentric phenomena explored by Ives.

A major problem with microinterval music was that of
performance, since musical instruments are built to play in
semitones. Ives and Vishnegradsky overcame the difficulty by
using two pianos tuned a quarter-tone apart, while Carrillo and
Haba had special instruments built. String players and singers
might manage to perform in microtones, but still the effect was
often of something makeshift, even of ordinary music just out
of tune. The flowering of microtone music came only when all
barriers had been broken by the arrival of electronic means.

If polytonality and microtones offered limited extensions to
musical possibility, atonality opened vast new realms. Indeed,
Schoenberg’s revolution may be said to have affected all
western art music since 1908, for even if a great deal of tonal
music has been written since that date (not least by Schoenberg
himself), the abjuring of such a fundamental change in music
has to be seen as a creative decision of some significance.
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CHAPTER FOUR

New rhythm, new form

In May 1913, seven months after the first performance of Pierrot
lunaire, the Russian Ballet of Sergey Diaghilev was responsible
for the world premicres in Paris of Debussy’s Jeux and
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. With these works the foundations of
modern music were complete, for the harmonic venturings of
Schoenberg’s atonal music were equalled in audacity and
influence by the new founts of rhythm tapped in The Rite and
by the formal freedom of Jeux. Of course, it 1s only a crude
analysis that would seck to separate the elements of harmony,
rhythm and form — of pitch, time and structure —in any piece of
music: all are mutually dependent, and inevitably Schoenberg,
Stravinsky and Debussy cach made innovations on every front.
Nonetheless, it is Schoenberg’s harmony, Stravinsky’s rhythm
and Debussy’s form which have excited most interest and
proved most important to later composers.

The rhythmic newness of The Rite of Spring was recognized
immediately; it could hardly be mistaken. On the opening
night, as Stravinsky recalled, ‘the first bars of the prelude . . . at
once evoked derisive laughter. I was disgusted. These
demonstrations, at first isolated, soon became general,
provoking counter-demonstrations and very quickly develop-
ing into a terrific uproar.” Probably the audience was reacting as
much to Nijinsky’s choreography, ‘a very laboured and barren
effort’ in Stravinsky’s view, as to the score; but the music itself
was soon the object of furious debate. Some condemned it as a
barbaric annihilation of all that musical tradition stood for, and,
this being Paris, others praised it on the same grounds. The truth
was that Stravinsky had found for music a new dynamic force.
Like Schoenberg, he had recognized that increasing chroma-
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ticism was loosening the power of diatonic harmony to sustain
musical movement, but his answer to the problem was very
different. The Rite demonstrated with almost savage force that
rhythm could be a new motivating impetus.

In the great mass of music from the Renaissance onwards,
rhythm had been subservient to melody and harmony, or
dictated by a text. This is not to deny its importance, its
inescapable importance in such a work as Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony, but merely to assert its lesser status: Beethoven’s
rhythm supports and intensifies a fundamentally harmonic
development. In The Rite of Spring, by contrast, particularly in
the final ‘Sacrificial Dance’, it is rhythm that drives the music,
with harmony a matter of secondary importance. Most of the
‘Sacrificial Dance’ 1s constructed from ‘cells” of from one to six
or so notes, not from phrases in the conventional manner. Often
the cells are heavily accented, and the music proceeds by their
repetition, interposing and variation, processes which, given
that the cells are unequal in length, require frequent changes of
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time signature. The measurement of time has ccased to be in
terms of bars: now it is marked by the individual durations of
quaver and crotchet.

The Rite of Spring abounds in new approaches to rhythm. Its
very opening is a bassoon solo which destroys the regulation of
the barline in another way, by ignoring it and continuing
without perceptible metre; and other passages arc syncopated
against the metre indicated by the barring. What immediately
attracted the notice of Stravinsky’s contemporaries, however,
was not the subtlety of his rhythm but its primitive force, the
pounding cnergy of the score. After all, The Rite had been
designed as music to accompany ‘scenes of carthly joy and
celestial triumph as understood by the Slavs’, to quote Nicolas
Roerich, the author of the scenario. Stravinsky did not set out to
produce a compendium of new rhythmic ideas; they came
unbidden, and he found that he was inventing music which he
did not at first know how to notate. He was, as he later wrote,
‘the vessel through which The Rite passed’.

A detail from the exercise
book which Stravinsky
filled with multicoloured
sketches for The Rite of

Spring.

Part of the ‘Sacrificial
Dance’ from the 1947
revised edition of The Rite
of Spring. The last three bars
of this excerpt correspond
with the draft shown
opposite.

F, ) 'zl

ot e e =)
_ e = =

g ie s et

B ogmmysr

EEFE|



responsible for devising the work’s scenario.

Stravinsky’s earlier career had generated little to prepare for
the onslaught of The Rite, however inevitable that work may
seem in retrospect. As a pupil of Rimsky-Korsakov he had
gained a mastery of colourful orchestration, which he had put
to use in his first ballet score for Diaghilev, The Firebird
(1909—10). That had been a brilliant and exotic fairy tale in the
manner of Rimsky, though it also shows an awareness of what
Skryabin and Debussy were achieving. Much more individual
in style is Stravinsky’s second Diaghilev ballet, Petrushka, where
rhythm is becoming the most important structural and
expressive element, closely linked as it is with movements on
stage: the bustle of a fair, or the awkward gestures of the
humanized puppet hero. But Petrushka owes its rhythmic life
more to ostinatos and irregularities of metre than to the cell
technique developed in The Rite.

The original idea for the new ballet had been Stravinsky’s
own and had come to him in a dream: ‘I saw in imagination’, he
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wrote, ‘a solemn pagan rite: wise elders, scated in a circle,
watching a young girl dance herself to death. They were
sacrificing her to propitiate the god of spring.” In contemplating
that subject he had been able, as he put it, ‘to tap some
unconscious “‘folk” memory’. He came up with simple diatonic
ideas of folk character and, more importantly, he invented those
rhythms of a potency to match both the abandonment and the
deliberateness of ritual dance.

For a while Stravinsky pursued the two interests which The
Rite had opened up: the music and imagery of folk culture, and
the new possibilities of rhythm. As far as the latter 1s concerned,
the ballet score found a significant successor in the Symphonies
of Wind Instruments (1920), which clearly show the structural
implications of the new rhythm. Stravinsky realized that his cell
technique could not lead naturally to the freely flowing
developmental forms of tradition, and in the Symphonies he
abruptly abandoned any attempt to make the music follow a
single line of argument. Instead the work is in a severe ‘block
form’, switching repeatedly between quite different kinds of
music, coming finally to rest only when the most rhythmically
stable of the basic types, a chorale, takes over. The piece is, of
course, nothing like a conventional symphony, the plural title
indicating the plurality of the music and otherwise no more
than a ‘sounding together’.

Stravinsky had composed his Symphonies in memory of
Debussy, who had died in 1918 after composing a sequence of
works that brought his own innovations to a high point of
liberty. That was not immediately appreciated, however, for
Stravinsky was now the darling of Paris: Jeux had passed almost
unnoticed when the storm broke on The Rite. Debussy secems to
have been somewhat piqued by Stravinsky’s success, and in
1915 he gave it as his opinion that ‘the young Russian inclines
dangerously towards Schoenberg’. Perhaps he was thinking of
Stravinsky’s recent Three Lyrics from Japanese Poetry, where
the instrumentation and the odd tinge of harmony reflect an
admiration for Pierrot lunaire. Apart from that the work is not at
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Debussy and Stravinsky at the
time of their Diaghilev ballets
Jeux and The Rite of Spring.
Stravinsky dedicated to the
older composer his mystical
chorus The Star-Faced One
(1911-12) and wrote his
Symphonies of Wind
Instruments (1920) in Debussy’s
memory.

all Schoenbergian; but for Debussy, at the height of the first
world war, any respect for modern Austro-German music was
reprchensible. “Musicien francais’ he proudly signed himself at
the head of each new manuscript, and he set his mind to the
renewal of a French tradition of abstract music, something
which had not existed since the mid-cighteenth century.

In order to achieve this Debussy eliminated the visual and
literary references which his music had previously contained so
abundantly. After the Three Mallarmé Poems (1913) he
composed no more vocal music of any importance, and he
progressed only slowly and fitfully on his various dramatic
projects. His creative energies were directed instead into works
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of pure music: the suite En blanc et noir tor two pianos, the
Twelve Studies for piano and a set of six sonatas, of which he
lived to complete only three.

These works, together with Jeux, show how far Debussy had
developed what had been foreshadowed in the Prélude a
‘L’aprés-midi d’un faune’. Jeux upsets the traditional norm of
continuous evolution quite as much as do Stravinsky’s
Symphonies of Wind Instruments, but in another way. In place
of a bald juxtaposition of diverse ideas it presents music in
continuous change, moving in unpredictable directions as
various kinds of material are taken up, developed for a while
and then dropped. Occasionally a theme is suddenly interrupted
in its progress; more often the impression is of a fluid musical
substance in which different subjects rise to the surface of
perception at different times. Debussy’s emancipation from
consecutive development, presaged in the Prélude, is complete
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in this score, as it was also in the central section, ‘Jeux de vagues’,
of La mer. There the stimulus had come from the attempt to
capture the wave motion of the sea, always different yet always
the same, whereas in Jeux Debussy achieved his ideal of
impalpable form through creating a backcloth for the flecting
emotions and capricious movements of a group of young
people at a tennis party. There 1s now little sign of descriptive
‘impressionism’.

In the late sonatas, and even more in the piano studies,
Debussy extended the freedom he had gained. Many years
earlier, when a conservatory professor had asked him what rule
of harmony he followed, he had replied: ‘My pleasure’. Now it
seemed that truly there was no other restriction, and these last
works remain elusive to analysis. Often there is a sense of
mercurial improvisation, and yet there is also the impression of
a close control which was probably itself intuitive. Harmonic
linkages are transitory and elastic; tempos and rhythms are
rarely stable for more than a few seconds; thematic references
are oblique, or clse there is no discernible theme at all. Debussy
had become entirely himself, though he could still take
something from ‘the young Russian’ in the abrupt rhythm of his
last piano study.

The lack of clear formal relation in Debussy’s late music may
be found also in Schoenberg’s atonal works of 1909—11, for in
abandoning tonality Schoenberg had lost the primary means he
knew for assuring development — and for a composer whose
aim was ‘continuous development’ that loss must have been as
disconcerting as the lack of harmonic security. In some of the
Five Orchestral Pieces there are the outlines of established
torms, but in others, the third and the last especially, the musical
flow is as unbounded as it is in Jeux. But there is a difference.
Jeux maintains the appearance of movement on several planes at
once, focusing now on one, now on another, whereas
Schoenberg’s third piece, his impression of a dawn-lit lake, is
almost motionless, and his fifth follows a single line of perpetual
change.
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A greater resemblance between Jeux and the Five Orchestral
Pieces exists in their diversity of rhythm and their extraor-
dinarily subtle use of the orchestra. For both composers,
orchestration was by this time a fully fledged part of musical
invention. Debussy had set out towards that as early as the
eighteen-nineties, in the Prélude a ‘L’ apres-midi d’un faune’ to be
sure, but more radically in a projected work, Trois scénes au
crépuscile (‘Three twilight scenes’), where a solo violin was to be
accompanied in the first movement by strings, in the second by
flutes, brass and harps, and in the third by both groups. He never
achieved such a fundamental rethinking of the orchestra, but
Schoenberg did. Each of his Four Orchestral Songs of 1913—16
is scored for a different and unusual complement, the first
requiring six clarinets, trumpet, three trombones, bass tuba,
percussion and strings without violas.

And yet the aesthetic differences between Debussy and
Schoenberg are more significant than these similarities.
Debussy’s music, though it often breaks with the formal
expectations of diatonic harmony, is not atonal in detail. His
chords usually appertain to some mode or scale, even if they are
placed in a structure which is at root atonal: the unacceptable
thought is, as in a dream, clothed in acceptable images.
Schoenberg, on the other hand, was concerned that his thought,
no matter how difficult or disturbing, should be expressed
without prevarication or illusion; and it was his atonal music of
1908—11 that exposed most openly what Debussy had called
‘the naked flesh of emotion’.

For reasons as much psychological as technical, such a
position could not be maintained for long. After the Five
Orchestral Pieces Schoenberg found it impossible to compose at
length without the guide of a text: his only subsequent atonal
instrumental works were miniatures, three posthumously
published pieces for chamber orchestra (1910) and the Six Little
Piano Pieces (1911). He attributed the difficulty of abstract
composition to the lack of means for coherent development in
atonality, but it is reasonable to suppose that he also found it
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The last of Schoenberg’s Six Little Piano Pieces. This very concise
composition was written on 17 June 1911 in memory of Mahler, who had
died thirty days earlier.

arduous to continue baring his inner self so completely. The
words of'a poet could provide not only a formal foundation but
also an expressive distancing.

Webern also at this time experienced the impossibility of
composing atonal music of long duration. Never at all a prolix
composer (his longest movement, the tonal Fassacaglia for
orchestra, plays for about eight minutes), he was incapable in
1911—14 of writing pieces lasting for much more than a minute.
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Of his Six Bagatelles for string quartet (1913) Schoenberg wrote
that they express ‘a novel in a single gesture, a joy in a breath’.
But this brevity was not easily come by. Later Webern was to
recall the anguish involved in achieving the one-page
Bagatelles: ‘Thad the feeling that once the twelve notes had run
out the piece was finished. . . . It sounds grotesque,
imcomprehensible, and it was immensely difficult.’

These Bagatelles, together with Webern’s Five Orchestral
Pieces (1911—13) and Three Little Pieces for cello and piano
(1914), are as exploratory as they are concise. Their time scale
and their enigmatic stillness — so different from the dynamic
movement present in almost all of Schoenberg’s atonal works —
are those of the haiku. In rhythm, too, Webern’s pieces have
something of the oriental, for the regular pulse of barred metre
has been dissolved, giving place to tenuous breaths of sound or
unemphatic ostinatos. The abandonment of a metrical
framework suggests the direction in which Debussy was
moving at the same time in Jeux, and it was a rhythmic
revolution as radical as Stravinsky’s, though utterly different in
kind. Stravinsky was insisting on the individual duration, while
Webern removed as far as possible the sense of time-measuring.
His little phrases make no promises about the future, and his
ostinatos became timeless in immobility.

Thus at the moment when the first world war was about to
begin, composers from quite different backgrounds, with
Debussy, Schoenberg, Stravinsky and Webern at the head of
them, had brought about the most rapid and far-reaching
changes ever seen in western music. In the course of a few years
the standard principles of tonality, formal direction and
equilibrium, thematic continuity, rhythmic stability and
orchestral homogeneity had all been questioned, sometimes all
at once, as in Webern’s Five Orchestral Pieces. It might have
seemed that music could never be the same again; and yet the
greatest efforts of composers in the next thirty years were to be
directed towards showing that it could.



CHAPTER FIVE

The genius of place

Almost all the great strides in music before 1914 took place in
two cities, Paris and Vienna. It would be rash to offer any neat
explanation for this: the simultancous presence in Paris of
Picasso and Stravinsky, for instance, is suggestive, yet the two
men did not meet until 1917, some years after the revolutions of
cubism and The Rite which have often been considered
analogous. Schoenberg in Vienna was associated with such men
as the painter Oskar Kokoschka and the architect Adolf Loos,
not to mention his pupils Berg and Webern. But just as
important as the support of this sympathetic circle was the
stimulus of more general opposition. ‘Maybe something has
been achieved’, Schoenberg said towards the end ofhis life, ‘but
it was not [ who deserves the credit for that. The credit must be
given to my opponents. They were the ones who really helped
me.

In Europe there may have been the need for both the
sustaining encouragement of a like-minded artistic community
and the provocation of public antipathy, but in America it was
possible for a composer to break through the bonds of tradition
entirely on his own. It was possible for Charles Ives (1874—1951)
to ignore the conventions and go as far as any of his European
contemporaries towards fresh musical horizons — indeed, in
many ways further. Before he had heard a note of Schoenberg
or Stravinsky, before he had heard much music at all later than
Brahms, Ives had explored atonality, free rhythm, quarter-tone
harmony, supcrimposing different metres, different tonalities
and cven different kinds of music, employing unconventional
combinations of instruments, placing musicians in different
acoustic positions, leaving a large degree of freedom to the
performer, and virtually all the other new techniques which
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Charles Ives in Battery Park,
New York, about 1913.

LINCOLN

THE GREAT C OMMONER
CHARLES IVES
B s

NEWMUSIC

ORCHESTRA SERIES

Front cover, designed by Carl
Ruggles in 1932, for the first of
Ives’s works to appear in Henry
Cowell’s New Music Edition
(sce p. 114).

have exercised composers in the twentieth century. He did so
undisturbed and little known, working in the spare time he
could take from the successful insurance business he had
established.

But Ives was no amateur. He had been trained at Yale, and in
the last years of the old century he had composed symphonies,
songs, chamber pieces and church music in which he had made
the cffort to abide by the academic good manners most
American musicians had learned in Germany. Ives, however,
did not make the journey to Leipzig, and soon he was setting
out in new directions, following up what he had learned from
his most important teacher, his father. George Ives, an ex-Civil
War bandmaster, had given his son the conviction that there
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were no rules in music, that the whole world of sounds was
open for experiment and use.

As for traditional music, it seems that Ives junior liked little
apart from his own and that of a few similarly independent
Americans with whom he came into contact only after he had
virtually ceased composing, in 1918: Beethoven he considered
‘a great man — but Oh for just one big strong chord not tied to
any key’. For lves, music had been emasculated by the need
composers felt to please their audiences; now one must offer
stronger meat for the ears and the mind: complex rhythms,
involved textures and, above all, dissonant chords. His reaction
to sounds of hissing at a performance of a work by his friend
Carl Ruggles was characteristic: “You god damn sissy,” he rose
and shouted, ‘when you hear strong masculine music like this,
get up and use your ears like a man?’

However, Ives’s exploratory cast of thought was also part of
a deeper philosophy. Music was for him an expression of
subjective emotion, but it also had the power of transcendental
revelation; and it held the promise of utopia. “The instinctive
and progressive interest of every man in art’, he wrote, ‘will go
on and on, ever fulfilling hopes, ever building new ones, ever
opening new horizons, until the day will come when every man
while digging his potatoes will breathe his own epics, his own
symphonies (operas, if he likes it); and as he sits of an evening in
his backyard and shirt sleeves smoking his pipe and watching his
children in their fun of building their themes for their sonatas of
their life, he will look up over the mountains and see his visions
in their reality, will hear the transcendental strains of the day’s
symphony resounding in their many choirs, and in all their
perfection, through the west wind and the tree tops!’

Here is expressed Ives’s sympathy with the ordinary, hard-
working man of the soil, his insistence on the integrity of the
individual and his transcendental vision. All these came from his
New England heritage, and it was to his experience as a Yankee
boy that he returned again and again in his music. His self-
dependence and his lack of inhibition may be regarded as

L
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generally American characteristics, but his music was most
intimately linked with the history, landscape, philosophy and
literature of Massachusetts and Connecticut. In the ‘Concord’
Sonata for piano (1909—15) he gave his responses to the work of
the writers and thinkers associated with that town: Emerson,
Hawthorne, the Alcotts and Thoreau. The orchestral Three
Places in New England (1903—14) evoke personal memories of
other parts of his native world, with ‘Putnam’s Camp’, the
central ‘place’, depicting a children’s outing and a boy’s vision
of stirring events in the war of independence.

In this piece Ives needed his taste for experiment in order to
represent, for example, the arrival of a marching band while
other things are going on. Some of his works appear to have
been undertaken in a spirit of pure speculation — the atonal Tone
Roads for instance — but more often his innovations came about

‘Duty’ (1921), an epigrammatic song by Ives to words of Emerson. The
piano part, which includes some physically unplayable chords, must be
regarded as an ideal towards which the performer is to strive.
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in this way, summoned by a descriptive image or a text. It is not
surprising, therefore, that his abundant and eccentric genius is
expressed most completely in his many songs, most of them to
poems by American writers and the great English Romantics. In
these he could reveal his sturdy self-reliance and his
sentimentality, his imitation of nature and his ability to see
beyond, his commitment to a plain man’s democracy and his
reverence for God.

Like Schoenberg, Ives was concerned less with what he called
the ‘manner’ of music than with its ‘substance’: Schoenberg
would have used the words ‘style” and ‘idea’. But Ives was
willing to go further than Schoenberg in abandoning
traditional limitations in order to give proper expression to his
substance. He was sometimes careless of what is feasible for
performers or instruments: *Why can’t music go out in the same
way it comes into a man’, he wrote, ‘without having to crawl
over a fence of sounds, thoraxes, catguts, wire, wood and brass?
... Is it the composer’s fault that man has only ten fingers?” He
was careless too of the score as an ultimate statement; he went
on revising and rearranging his works long after his period of
mntense creativity had passed. Eventually, finding only neglect,
hostility or disbelief, he became careless of performance. Not
until the 1930s did his music begin to excite much interest in the
American musical world, and not until the 1960s was it at all
widely played or recorded. And by then musical history had at
last caught up with him.

Ives’s memories of nineteenth-century New England,
particularly in such orchestral works as the Three Places and the
Holidays Symphony, depend for their evocative exactness on the
quotation of marches, popular songs, dance music and hymns,
all frankly interpolated. When Dvorak had been in the United
States in the 1890s he had suggested that American composers
should look to their native music for stimulus, just as he had
drawn on Czech folk song in forming his own melodic style;
but he can hardly have expected that his advice would shortly
be taken up in such riotous celebrations of America as The
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orchestra (1912-13). Among the comments and
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copyist in the top left corner: ‘Mr Price: Please don’t try to make things nice!
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Fourth of July trom Ives’s Holidays Symphony. As far as Ives was
concerned, the music of the American people was too diverse
and too rich in reference for it to be used in Dvorik’s
symphonic manner. Instead of seeking to adjust his country’s
music and himself to the European mainstream, he showed that
a man might forget about tradition and make of music
whatever he wanted.

Several European contemporaries, though less radical than
Ives in ignoring the conventions, were also determined to base
their musicin the artofthe people, and to do so without Dvorak’s
accommodation to the Austro-German norms. In this there was
a certain political motivation: the Austrian hegemony of eastern
Europe was under threat from nationalist movements in the
years before the first world war, and it followed that composers
should seek similarly to free their music from the yoke of
Vienna and turn instead to the national source of folk song.

In Hungary the way was led by Béla Bartok (1881-1945),
who devoted as much attention to collecting and classifying

Béla Bartok; oil portrait by
Rébert Berény dating from
the spring of 1913. Berény
was a leading member of a
group of avant-garde artists
in Budapest at the time of
Bartok’s early folk-song
researches. Copyright G.D.
Hackett, NY.




tolk music as to composition. He became one of the foremost
tolk-song scholars of his time and by far the greatest nationalist
composer of any country, but at the same time his view was
wider. ‘My real idea’, he once wrote, ‘is the brotherhood of
nations. . . . I try to serve this idea in my music . . . and that is
why I do not shut myself from any influence, be the source
Slovak, Rumanian, Arab, or any other.’

Bartok made his first notation of a Magyar folk song in 1904,
and during the next fifteen years he travelled throughout
Hungary and ncighbouring countries, to North Africa and to
Turkey, gathering folk music wherever he went; nor was he less
assiduous in studying his own and other collections. As a
composer he was interested not simply in using folk themes but
in penetrating to the roots of folk music and using what he
found. ‘The study of this peasant music’, he wrote, ‘was for me
of decisive importance, for the reason that it revealed to me the
possibility of a total emancipation from the hegemony of the
major—minor system. For the largest and, indeed, the most
valuable part of this treasure-house of melodies lies in the old
church modes, in ancient Greek and still more primitive scales
(notably the pentatonic), and also shows the most varied and
free rhythms and time-changes.” Bartok thus took part in the
general movement away from diatonic harmony and rhythmic
stability, taking his lead from the ancient folk music of
Hungary. From that source he also learned, as he acknow-
ledged, ‘the art of expressing any musical idea with the highest
perfection, in the shortest form, and using the simplest and most
direct means’. Furthermore, the mass of alterations to be found
in folk songs, occurring as a result of repeated aural
transmission, contributed to his acquiring an extraordinary skill
in musical variation.

At the time when Bartok began his collecting journeys he
was most influenced by Richard Strauss and Debussy, but it was
not long before his music was showing what he had learned in
the villages of Hungary. His one-act opera Duke Bluebeard’s
Castle (1911) owes its brilliant orchestration in part to Strauss
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Bartok using a gramophone to collect folk songs in the village of Darazs

(now Drazovce, Czechoslovakia) in 1908. Copyright G.D. Hackett, NY.

Folk song notated by Bartdk. The arrow on the F in the penultimate bar
indicates that its pitch was slightly sharper than that written.
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and its manner of word setting to the example of Pelléas et
Meélisande, butits melodies, its rhythms and its ballad style are all
thoroughly Hungarian. After the further experience of The Rite
of Spring, to whose dynamism he responded in his own ballet
The Miraculous Mandarin (1918—25), Bartok was ready to base
his art completely in folk music, or rather in the ideas, principles
and methods he had drawn from it.

The next twelve years saw the composition of his finest
works: the First and Second Piano Concertos, the Third, Fourth
and Fifth String Quartets, the Music for Strings, Percussion and
Celesta, and the Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion. All of
these show how much he had assimilated from folk music in the
use of various scales, in enlarging harmonic possibilities (almost
to atonality on occasion), in creating ideas of sharp clarity, in
finding new rhythms and in handling variation with supreme
ingenuity. Folk music had here led him to works of high
structural intricacy and emotional force, not the vague
pastoralism of other folk-song composers.

In Czechoslovakia the great nationalist composer of the early
twentieth century was Leo$ Janacek (1854-1928), who was
influenced not only by folk music but also by the sounds and
rhythms of speech in his native Moravia, as was natural in a
musician who produced his greatest work for the operatic stage.
Though born before Mahler and Debussy, Janacek was little
known before the Prague opening in 1916 of his first important
opera, Jemifa, and most of his best works date from after that
premicre. His achievement in creating a distinctively national
operatic style may be compared with Bart6k’s in Bluebeard, and
his advance beyond the norms of western tradition was almost
as radical; certainly his late works bear little relation to the
Czech Romantic styles of Smetana and Dvorak. The variety
and power of his concise melodic ideas, coupled with an elusive
harmony, gave him the means both to intensify dramatic
situations and to explore the motivations of his characters.

Outside eastern Europe nationalism was no less a force in the
years around the first world war. Spain, often the source of
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twentieth century.

colour for Russian and French composers in the nineteenth
century, began to find musicians of her own, the greatest of
them being Manuel de Falla (1876-1946). For several years
before the war Falla lived in Paris, so that he came into contact
with Debussy; and it was the Spanish pictorialism of his'French
contemporaries that influenced such works as Nights in the
Gardens of Spain for piano and orchestra (1909-15). Returning
to Spain, however, he discovered his own way of treating local
material and his own starker style, starting out in his Diaghilev
ballet The Three-Cornered Hat (1917—19). Like Bartok, though
in a less analytic fashion, he made abstractions from folk music
without quoting it directly and went on to pare down his style
in pieces like the Harpsichord Concerto (1923-6). But perhaps
the main influence on him at this time was that of Stravinsky.
Stravinsky’s interest in the folk arts of his native country was
greatest during the first years of his self~imposed exile from
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Costume design by Picasso for
the first production of Falla’s
ballet The Three-Cornered Hat.

Manuel de Falla, the leading
Spanish nationalist of the



Russia, that is, from 1914 to 1920, when he was living in
Switzerland. He had used the occasional folk melody in
Petrushka and The Rite of Spring, but now he devoted himself
much more thoroughly to evoking the spirit of old Russia, its
humour as well as its ceremony. In a series of songs and choral
pieces he set little folk verses, often with the pungent
accompaniment of a small instrumental ensemble, and he used
the same peasant literature in the two stage works which
followed The Rite: Renard (1915), a farmyard fable in the form
ofa ‘burlesque in song and dance’, and Les noces (“The wedding’,
1914-23), a set of ‘Russian choreographic scenes’ on ancient
wedding ceremonies.

Reiard, scored for four male voices and small orchestra, has
the earthy gusto of the songs of the same period, but the choral
Les noces 1s altogether more ritualized. Here the rhythm of The
Rite is developed so that the whole work is set on the carefully
engincered workings of tiny, insistent cells, the human
participants being caught in the orderings of formal ceremony
and so exalted. Even the comedy of drunken wedding guests is
subject to this ritual presentation. Perhaps because the music 1s
so strict and stylized, Stravinsky had difficulty in finding the
right medium for Les noces. At first he scored the accompani-
ment for the large orchestra of The Rite, but eventually he
settled on a paring down to the constructivist sound of four
pianos and percussion.

Both Renard and Les noces are ballets with song, but in neither
is there a one-to-one relation between the dancing characters
and the singing voices. The action is shown in dance while the
singers, who Stravinsky intended should be placed with the
instrumentalists on stage, provide an oblique commentary.
Again, the sense of ritual enactment is enhanced by having
cverything on display, the music becoming as much a part of
the ceremony as the action on stage.

Stravinsky pursued the idea of having all the forces in
evidence in a third stage piece of this ‘Russian period’, Histoire
du soldat (1918), which was designed for a travelling theatre in
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Front cover by Picasso for the first edition (1919) of Stravinsky’s piano
arrangement of his Rag-time. The central design of two musicians is drawn in

a single line. )

the straitened circumstances of war. This Faustian tale, again
originating in Russian folk stories, is ‘to be read, played and
danced’ by a narrator, two actors, a female dancer and a small
band, with short musical numbers fitted into the direct and
narrated drama. The music is, typically for the period, tart in
harmony and instrumentation, and it includes sharp parodies of
popular dance forms, including ragtime and tango, as well as an
acerbic chorale. More such quirky interpretations of established
styles occur in the contemporary Easy Pieces for piano duet,
Rag-time tor eleven instruments and Piano-Rag- Music, and these
pointed the direction in which Stravinsky’s music was to go.

05




e

CHAPTER SIX

Neoclassicism

In the years immediately preceding the first world war
Romanticism had come to its zenith. The gigantic forces of
Mahler’s Eighth Symphony and Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder
would never again be assembled, nor would the intense
subjective expression of Schoenberg’s first atonal works be
equalled. Something else was needed for the postwar era; a new
spirit was urgently wished for. Romanticism, associated with
the old order, now seemed to many irrelevant, even distasteful,
itsambition seen as bombast, its emotionalism as sentimentality.
The nineteenth century must be forgotten as an aberration. A
new start must be made, so many composers decided, on the
basis of carlier music: it was the adventure of Neoclassicism.

The lures of a return to the eighteenth century were many.
Baroque and Classical music offered models of lucid and concise
forms, as opposed as could be to the complexity and length of
Mabhler or the intangibility of Debussy. Composers also found
in the ‘old style’ a rhythmic alertness and a clarity of idea which
they could emulate in writing music appropriate to the rapid
pace and uncluttered emotions of their own times. Moreover,
the music of Bach in particular could be seen as a pattern of
objective construction, and objectivity was now high among
the aims of artists.

Stravinsky made the classic statement on this in his Chroniques
de ma vie ot 1935: ‘I consider that music is, by its very nature,” he
wrote, ‘essentially powerless to express anything at all, whether
a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a
phenomenon of nature, etc. . . . The phenomenon of music is
given to us with the sole purpose of establishing an order in
things, including, and particularly, the coordination between
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man and time.” Even if every one of Stravinsky’s Neoclassical
works belies his thesis that music is ‘powerless to express
anything at all’, it is important to recognize that such anti-
Romantic attitudes had a determining place in the genesis of
Neoclassicism.

That genesis, as far as Stravinsky was concerned, took place
in a rather curious way. In 1917 Diaghilev had won a great
success with Le donne di buon wmore (‘The good-humoured
ladies’), a ballet for which Vincenzo Tommasini had
orchestrated music by Domenico Scarlatti. He proposed that
Stravinsky, the star composer in his stable, should do something
similar with pieces by Pergolesi (or rather, as now is known but
then was not, attributed to him by contemporary publishers).
Stravinsky set about the work with delight and accomplished it
in 1919—20; but he did so with scant regard for the proprieties of
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Stage design by Picasso for
Stravinsky’s ballet Pulcinella.
The setting was based on
impressions Picasso had
gained in Naples, which he
had visited with Stravinsky
n 1917.

Costume design by Picasso
for one of the connnedia
dell’arte characters in
Pulcinella.

period style. The balance of the music is upset by his alterations
to rhythm and harmony, and by his scoring for a chamber
orchestra in which winds are prominent. Pulcinella, as the ballet
was called, was put on with aptly pseudo-eighteenth-century
Neapolitan designs by Picasso and was greeted immediately by
protests from those who detected in the score an attitude of
ridicule. Stravinsky, however, was unrepentant. ‘Respect
alone’, he rejoindered, ‘remains barren, and can never serve as a
productive or creative factor. In order to create there must be a
dynamic force, and what force is more potent than love?” As in
his recent ragtime pieces, he had offered not only satirical wit
but also genial affection; and the two were to remain inseparable
in his Neoclassical works. ;

After the resuscitation of existing music in Pulcinella,
Stravinsky began a gleeful examination of the past for models of
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form and gesture which might be used in original music. He
decided to revive the opera buffa of Pergolesi’s time, finding in its
delimited numbers a mode as opposed as possible to the
through-composed music drama of Wagner. This form also
gave him the opportunity to announce his new affiliation to the
[talianate Russian musical stream of Glinka and Tchaikovsky,
his removal from the nationalist school with which, as a pupil of
Rimsky-Korsakov and the composer of The Firebird, he had
been associated. At the same time, the new opera, Mavra,
demonstrated his departure from his more recent past: his
rhythmic subtleties are now contained within conventional
barring and his harmony relates to diatonic tonality, if often
teasingly. Through reference to the eighteenth century he had
discovered rules — rules of form, of metre, of harmony — and it
was against those rules that he played.

In the practice of his ludic Neoclassicism Stravinsky turned
next to pure instrumental music. He composed quasi-Baroque
structures in his Octet for winds (1922—3), and there are
reminiscences of Bach in the Concerto for piano and winds
(1923—4). His neglect of the strings in these scores, as also in
Mavra and Les noces (then being orchestrated for pianos and
percussion), is probably to be explained by a feeling that string
mstruments were too easily associated with exactly the kind of
nineteenth-century sentimentality he wanted to avoid. Only
recently he had used woodwinds and brass alone in the
Symphonies of Wind Instruments to create ‘an austere ritual
which is unfolded in terms of short litanies between groups of
homogeneous instruments’. Now he found that the same
instruments could be brilliant and witty as well.

The ballet Apollo (1927-8), however, was composed entirely
for strings, whose ‘multi-sonorous euphony’, as Stravinsky put
it, could embody the classical sobriety of the French Baroque.
‘And how’, he asked, ‘could the unadorned design of the
classical dance be better expressed than by the flow of melody as
it expands in the sustained psalmody of strings?” As Apollo
shows, and as other works confirm, Stravinsky’s Neoclassicism
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Erik Satie; caricature by

Cocteau, his most

enthusiastic promoter in the

years immediately after the N
first world war. :

was not always bitter and satirical: stealing might also be
accomplished by seduction.

Other composers of the period took a more consistently
irreverent attitude to the past, particularly those in what was
now Stravinsky’s own city of Paris. By 1920 a group of them,
influenced by Jean Cocteau’s manifesto Le coq et I'arlequin (1918)
and largely stage-managed by him, found themselves banded
together as ‘Les Six’, espousing an aesthetic of flippancy and
determined anti-Romanticism. Debussy was out; Wagner was
most definitely out. Music now must be straightforward, drily
witty and up to date. The chosen model was Erik Satic (1866~
1925), whose harmonic experiments may have influenced his
friend Debussy in the 1890s, but who had since become
something of a Dadaist. He wanted music stripped to the barest
essentials; he dealt in poker-faced clowning and parody,
offering his music under such titles as Choses vues a droite et a
gauche (sans lunettes) (‘Things seen to right andleft (without
spectacles)’) and Sonatine bureaucratique; and he cultivated
inconsequence in his ‘furniture music’, designed to be ignored.
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Les Six; group portrait in oils
by Jacques-Emile Blanche.
The five members of the
group depicted are Germaine
Tailleferre (seated left),
Darius Milhaud (seated left,
facing front), Arthur
Honegger (seated left, facing
right), Francis Poulenc
(standing right, head
inclined) and Georges Auric
(scated right); Louis Durey is
absent. Cocteau presides over
the group from the far right,
and the picture also shows
Marcelle Meyer and Jean
Wiener, who were associated
with Les Six as pianist and
conductor.

Satie’s six young colleagues followed him in mocking all
accepted musical conventions, if more with Cocteau’s shock
tactics than the dapper composer’s disarming charm. Five of
them collaborated with Cocteau on a crazy skit, Les mariés de la
tour Eiffel (1921), and they all wrote short instrumental pieces
and songs which combined Stravinsky’s urbanity with Satie’s
satirical sense of the ridiculous. But Les Six did not exist as a
group for more than a few years, and the three leading
members, Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud and Francis
Poulenc, all went off in more positive and promising directions.

For Stravinsky the main point about Neoclassicism had never
been that it enabled the composer to poke fun at the past but
rather that it lent a work distance. This he took advantage of
with particular effectiveness in his opera-oratorio Oedipus rex
(1926—7), for which he had a text by Cocteau translated into
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Latin, ‘a language of convention, almost of ritual” as he put it.
He also took ‘a language of convention’ in choosing to set
Oedipus in the form of an abbreviated Baroque oratorio. His
stated reasons for this are revealing of his Neoclassical attitudes
in general, and indeed of his deepest artistic beliefs. ‘“The need
for restriction,” he wrote, ‘for deliberately submitting to a style,
has its source in the very depths of our nature. . . . Now all order
demands restraint. But one would be wrong to regard that as
any impediment to liberty. On the contrary, the style, the
restraint, contribute to its development, and only prevent
liberty from degenerating into licence. At the same time, in
borrowing a form already established and consecrated, the
creative artist is not in the least restricting the manifestation of
his personality. On the contrary, it is more detached, and stands
out better when it moves within the definite limits of a
convention. This it was that induced me to use the anodyne and
impersonal formulas of a remote period and to apply them
largely in my opera-oratorio, Oedipus, to the austere and
solemn character of which they specially lent themselves.’
Like the Histoire du soldat, Oedipus has a narrator, but now he
stands quite apart from the action. He wears modern evening

Stage design by Ewald Diilberg for the Kroll Opera (Berlin) production of
Stravinsky’s opera-oratorio Oedipus rex.




dress and, speaking the vernacular, explains the story to the
audience, so confirming their dissociation from what is
happening on stage. There is no invitation to identify with the
characters, rather to observe; and the quasi-liturgical pre-
sentation of the legend is, as Stravinsky implies, emphasized by
the square-cut form of the music. But having chosen a stark
framework, Stravinsky often allows his principals to sing with a
Verdian effusion of fecling, the emotion safely rendered
objective by the formal surroundings. Oedipus was Stravinsky’s
first success in using Neoclassicism as the means with which to
create that ritual severity which marks his greatest works,
earlier examples including The Rite of Spring and Les noces; and
he soon repeated that success, though in quite different ways, in
the Symphony of Psalms and the ballet Perséphone.

Stravinsky’s reference to Verdi in Oedipus rex draws attention
to the inappropriateness of ‘Neoclassicism’ as a label. The
movement was not always directed towards revamping the
‘classical’ styles of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
though certainly those periods came in for most attention. Nor
cven was the element of return a distinguishing mark, for Reger
had looked to Bach without being at all Neoclassical in the sense
of the 1920s. Neoclassicism meant, above all, irony, and the
subject of that irony could be taken from any period. In his
Piano Sonata, Stravinsky glanced at Beethoven within the
context of his pscudo-Baroque contrapuntal style, and in his
Capriccio for piano and orchestra he brought Tchaikovsky and
carly Romantic lyricism into the concerto grosso form. Such
eclecticism was typical of the Neoclassicist, but in Stravinsky’s
music the borrowings are always to some degree hidden: his
intention was not to assemble musical objets trouvés but to own
them.

Francis Poulenc (1899—1963), on the other hand, appears to
have delighted in the incongruity of a blatant popular tune
appearing within a concerto, or a piece of post-Gounod
sentiment in a monumental sacred work after the Baroque
mould. His music may scem gay and flippant, and some of it is
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for solo soprano La voix
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no more than that; but in many of his larger compositions there
is the same disconcerting juxtaposition of banal objects that one
finds in much Surrealist painting, and the same academic skill
which brings quite unrelated things into a coherent whole. In
music the technique had its roots in such works of Satie as his
ballet Parade (1917), which includes a typewriter and a revolver
within the orchestra and which drily places one naive musical
construct after another. Poulenc’s works of the 1930s and 1940s,
however, have changed Satie’s prankishness into something
both more seductive and more perturbing.

For a German composer Neoclassicism had of necessity to be
a more earnest affair. Across the Rhine, Busoni’s ‘young
classicism’ was a movement without the satire that spiked
Neoclassicism 1n Paris, one which soughta more genuine return
to Mozart’s clarity of execution and Bach’s density of thought.
At the same time the young Paul Hindemith (1895-1964) was
basing his first compositions on Reger’s organic adoption of the
Baroque. Soon, however, Hindemith’s music was beginning to

Front cover designed by
Hindemith for his piano
suite 1922, in which he
caught the mood of the
period. The work includes a
‘Shimmy’ and a ‘Ragtime’.




Hindemith at about the
ume of his emigration to
America in 1940.

parallel Stravinsky’s in filling the old bottles of established form
with the new wine of wind-based instrumentation, expanded
tonal harmony and tricky mechanical rhythms.

The new style emerged in Hindemith’s Kammniermusik no.1 for
small orchestra (1921), which was followed by more chamber
and orchestral works similarly akin in form to the Bachian
concerto or suite. There came also an opera, Cardillac (1926), in
which Hindemith aimed to compose musical numbers
proceeding under their own vigorously contrapuntal stcam, to
a large degree independent of the plot. In this, as in the devices
of his other works, he drew his examples almost exclusively
from the Baroque, and he took what he chose without any
display of the cynical wit current in Paris. Hindemith's
Neoclassicism may therefore be said to have been ‘purer’ than
Stravinsky’s, in both ethical and material terms. Yet the irony of
stylistic displacement is still very much present, arising largely
from the astringent harmony, based on fourths rather than
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thirds, which Hindemith preferred. And the resulting absence
of full harmonic relaxation, coupled with rhythms more
heavily driving than those of Stravinsky, gives much of
Hindemith’s carly Neoclassical music a rather pugnacious
character.

In Germany, as in France, Neoclassicism was at its height
between the wars, and young composers who came to maturity
during that period, whatever their nationality, took to it as the
musical lingua franca of the time. Many of them came to Paris to
lecarn the rudiments of the style at the hands of Nadia
Boulanger, whose American pupils alone included Elliott
Carter (b. 1908), Aaron Copland (b. 1900) and Roy Harris (b.
1898). In England the appeal of Hindemith was felt by Michacl
Tippete (b. 1905) and that of Stravinsky by Benjamin Britten
(r913-76). And Stravinsky also provided starting points for his
younger Russian colleagues Sergey Prokofiev (1891-1953) and
Dmitri Shostakovich (1906—75).

Prokofiev, indeed, had anticipated Stravinsky’s Neoclass-
icism in his Classical Symphony (1916-17), though that
charming pastiche has little of the older composer’s keen irony.

Sergey Prokofiev;
drawing by Matisse
dating from the
composer’s years in
Paris, 1923—33.




Dmitri Shostakovich; a
photograph from his later years,
when he was the accepted
master of the Sowviet symphony,
though still finding himself in
conflict with authority on
occasion.

For that quality one must turn to the early operas of both
Prokofiev and Shostakovich, the former’s The Love for Three
Oranges (1919) and thelatter’s TTe Nose (1927-8), both of which
mock the conventions of the genre, introducing bizarre turns of
plot and disconcerting musical satires. The two composers may
have been alike on such occasions, but their situations were very
different. Prokofiev had established himself as a composer
before the revolution, and after it, like Stravinsky, he spent
most of his time as an exile in Paris until, unlike Stravinsky, he
returned to Russia in 1933. Shostakovich, on the other hand,
was a child of the Soviet state and rarely ventured outside his
native country.

Both Prokofiev and Shostakovich had the typical Neoclassi-
cal penchant for eclecticism, but Shostakovich was discouraged
by official policy from casting his net too wide. Partly in
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Elliott Carter, master of
neoclassicism and later of a
greatly more complex style.

response to ideological pressure he abandoned the zestful
pickings and iconoclastic outrages of The Nose for the
distinctive blend of Tchaikovsky and Mahler he created in his
Fifth Symphony (1937). Similarly, Prokofiev found that he had
to tone down his sarcasm on entering the company of Soviet
composers. The brittle Neoclassicism of his Second Symphony
(1924) was as out of place as the rich colour and weighty post-
Rite rhythms of his ballet Chout (1920): both had to be replaced
by something more ‘optimistic’, less ‘formalist’, wider in
appeal. This Prokofiev achieved in his Fifth Symphony (1944)
and his full-length post-Tchaikovsky ballet Romeo and Juliet
(1936), in which Neoclassicism has given place to a full-hearted
return to Romanticism.

But it would be wrong to attribute the Soviets’ softening of
Neoclassicism entirely to political intervention, for the
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tendency was general. Copland and Harris, for instance, were
leading the way towards a Romantic American nationalism,
expressed most notably in the former’s ballet Appalachian Spring
(1944) and the latter’s Third Symphony (1937). Tippett and
Britten, whose understanding of Neoclassicism embraced
learning from English music of the past (the Elizabethan
madrigalists and Purcell above all), had never participated in the
anti-Romantic reaction, and their works exhibit both a positive
engagement with tradition and a willingness to deal with social
and philosophical issues in the case of Tippett, or with the
springs of human personality in the case of Britten. Elliott
Carter, later than his contemporaries in coming to a fully
individual style, began in the late 1940s to clear his way from
Neoclassicism to the elaborately wrought style of such works as
his three string quartets (1951, 1958—9 and 1973). Atonal,
tormally inventive and rich in incident, these pieces are a long
way indeed from the dazzling wit of Neoclassical restoration.

Throughout Europe and America there was an anti-anti-
Romantic reaction in the thirties and forties to the dominating
trends of the previous decade. Olivier Messiaen (b. 1908),
whose student years coincided with the heyday of Parisian
Neoclassicism, would have nothing to do with the irony and
objective elegance of Poulenc and the new Stravinsky. He stood
for a return to ‘human’ values, and he achieved this in music
whose opulent modal harmony is as distant as possible from the
bitter ‘wrong note’ tonality of the Neoclassicists. At the same
time Honegger, once a rather unconvincing member of Les Six,
came into his own as a composer of churning symphonic works
whose harmonic richness comes close to that of Schoenberg,
even if their driving rhythms remain a legacy of Baroque
Imitation.

Composers of an older generation were also able to show,
even in the twenties, that Neoclassicism could be adapted to
quite individual ends. Falla’s development of a sparer style came
at this time, and there was a similar evolution in the music of
Maurice Ravel (1875-1937). Ravel had begun his career taking
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G major Piano
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admixture of jazz to an
exquisitely crafted
Neoclassical score.

up from Debussy and Rimsky-Korsakov in fashioning bright
musical images, images of the orient in his orchestral song cycle
Shéhérazade (1903), of Spain in his opera L’ heure espagnole (1907)
and other works, of childhood fantasy in his ballet Mamére 'oye
(‘Mother Goose’, 1908—11) or of classical Greece in his
Diaghilev ballet Daphnis et Chloé (1909—11). In all these works
his stance had been objective, his manner artificial and his
technical interest in the construction of intricate musical objects
to be set in motion. It was unremarkable that he should have
taken readily to the disguise of Neoclassicism in Le tombeau de
Couperin for piano or orchestra (1917—19), where the forms of a
French Baroque suite are made to hold self-contained ideas of
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characteristic finesse. And in his later sonatas and piano
concertos he went on to produce music more generally typical
of inter-war Parisian Neoclassicism.

Other composers of the older generation found themselves
unable either to accept the cool manners of Neoclassicism or to
find another way in the brisker postwar times. Elgar achieved
very little in the fifteen years remaining to him after his Cello
Concerto (1919); Sibelius virtually stopped composing after
writing Tapiola (1926), though he lived another thirty years;
and Paul Dukas (1865-1935) destroyed almost everything he
composed after his ballet La péri (1912). The silence of a
composer offers little evidence from which to infer his attitude,
but one may in part attribute such men’s near abandonment of
composition to a feeling that music had irrevocably changed.
And so it had. In the first fifteen years of the century the bounds
of musical convention had been pushed back in almost every
direction; now the advent of Neoclassicism came as an open
acknowledgment that the continuity of tradition had been lost,
for the fruits of the past could be used and re-used without
concern for their original meanings and functions. Stravinsky
regarded his stealings from the past as expressions of love, yet
his attitude was that of an outsider, visiting a musical tradition
which had become a museum.

This is very evident in his Violin Concerto in D (1931),
which he wrote after a study of the great violin concertos of the
past and for which he chose the key that had been used by
Beethoven, Brahms and Tchaikovsky. Yet there is nothing
directly imitative in the work; rather it is composed against its
predecessors and, like so many of Stravinsky’s Neoclassical
compositions, against the Baroque forms in which it is couched.
This distancing technique, to which he refers in his statement on
the style of Oedipus rex, was brought to a culmination in his
opera The Rake’s Progress (1948—51), where the foil of Mozart’s
operas, and in particular of Don Giovanni, is never absent.

Other works of Stravinsky’s later Neoclassical years, such as
the quasi-Brandenburgs he produced in the ‘Dumbarton Oaks’
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Concerto (1937-8) and the Concerto in D (1946), show a less
cynical delight in adopting past patterns. Such a rapprochement
with tradition, also to be seen in the contemporary works of
Hindemith, admitted a positive use of diatonic harmony, as
opposed to the often crabbed tonality of the twenties, and so
opened the way to that renewal of symphonic writing variously
displayed in the works of Prokofiev, Shostakovich and
Honegger. Stravinsky himself composed a Symphony in C
(1938—40) and a Symphony in Three Movements (1942—5) in
which he applied the techniques developed in Neoclassicism —
textural lucidity, clarity of design and motor rhythm —to large-
scale instrumental forms on the old tonal pattern. Even so,
diatonic harmony had been irrevocably corrupted by irony: it
could now appear only within quotation marks; and
Schoenberg’s revelation of the atonal universe had made the
choice of a key seem an anachronistic gesture. Most of the
greatest diatonic compositions written since the 1920s,
including the symphonies of Shostakovich and the operas of
Britten, have been those which have admitted the corruption.

There remains, however, one composer who was able to take
up methods and materials from the past without the dead hand
of irony, and that composer was Bartok. His approach to
Baroque music, like his approach to folk song, was thorough
and analytic. He extracted the essence, whether in the
construction of ideas or in the building of forms, and then
applied what he had learned without carrying over so much of
the original as to make the result a pastiche. In the first
movement of his Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, for
instance, he based his work on the idea of the fugue, but only on
the idea: his meandering, chromatic and metrically irregular
subject could never have been imagined in the cighteenth
century, and the form of the movement, a symmetrical shape
about a central climax, is quite unlike that of any earlier fugue.

Barték had a special liking for forms which, like this
movement, are at once palindromic and progressive, the second
part both a reversal and a continuation of the first. They appear
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Bartok near the end of his life. He died in New York in 1945 with his Third
Piano Concerto just unfinished. Copyright G.D. Hackett, NY.

in most of his chamber and orchestral pieces of 1926-37, and
they provided the opportunity for him to show his
characteristic use of Baroque practices — the inversion of
themes, for example, or the establishment of clear structural
demarcations — to utterly new ends. Even wherce he sounds very
much like Bach, as he does at certain points in the first
movement of his Second Piano Concerto, he can do so without
any sense of parody, for the Bachian material is somehow
justified within the composition: it does not stand out as a
defiant or satirical reference to the past. But for most composers
progress seemed possible only against the springboard of the
past, of a past which had been lost.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Serialism

In 1921, the year when Stravinsky and Hindemith were be-
ginning their first Neoclassical works, Schoenberg announced
to his pupil Josef Rufer that he had ‘discovered something
which will assure the supremacy of German music for the next
hundred years’. That discovery was serialism; and if
Schoenberg’s words now have a rather sinister ring, one must
remember that the great German tradition was for him the
centre of music and its continuation an absolute necessity.
Atonality had involved a suspension of most of the fundamental
principles of the tradition: Schoenberg had been troubled by the
lack of system, the absence of harmonic bearings on which large
forms might be directed. Serialism at last offered a new means of
achieving order.

It was not that there had been no order in the atonal
compositions of Schoenberg and his pupils: many of their picces
from the atonal period can be shown to be based on small
groups of notes which are rearranged and transposed in a
multitude of ways. But it scems clear that, as far as the
composers themselves were concerned, atonal writing came
largely intuitively. It had arisen from the felt need to eliminate
the guidance of intellect or education, and the very speed at
which such works as Erwartung were composed would argue
against their having been in any way calculated. To be sure, in
later atonal works there were conscious attempts to impose
order. Pierrot lunaire and some of Webern’s late atonal songs
show their composers using learned contrapuntal devices to
bring structural clarity, and Berg’s use of established formal
models in Wozzeck may be understood in the same light. Yet
these were only partial solutions, for the problem remained that
there was no law governing the construction of melodies and
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harmonies, no replacement for the hierarchical operations of
notes and triads in the major-minor system. The new law was
provided in Schoenberg’s invention of serialism — or perhaps his
own word ‘discovery’ should be preferred, since serialism was
in essence a formalization and extension of a principle already
primitively expressed in Schoenberg’s Die Jakobsleiter and
Berg’s Altenberglieder.

That basic principle of serialism is simply stated: the twelve
notes of the chromatic scale are arranged in a fixed order, the
series, which can be used to generate melodies and harmonies,
and which remains binding for a whole work. The series is thus
a sort of hidden theme: it need not be presented as a theme
(though, of course, it may be), but it is a fount of ideas and a
basic reference. It may be manipulated in a composition in a
variety of ways: the individual notes of the series may be
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changed in register by one or more octaves; the whole series
may be uniformly transposed by any interval; it may be
inverted; and it may be reversed. By these means the composer
is provided with a whole range of forms of the series, all related
by the same sequence of intervals, and he may use these forms in
any way he chooses. It is not necessary for themes to consist of
twelve notes, nor for the series to be used as melody: it may be
used to construct a theme and its accompaniment, for example,
or several forms of the series may be combined in a sequence of
chords or a stretch of polyphony. The possibilities are vast; but
the serial principle can provide a guarantee that a composition
has a degree of harmonic coherence, since the fundamental
interval pattern is always the same. Such coherence is not
necessarily vitiated by the fact that, in most cases, the workings
of serialism in a piece of music are not audible, nor meant to be.

The application of serialism in Webern’s later music is clearer
and more rigorous than any to be found in Schoenberg’s works,
so an example from one of his pieces may most readily
demonstrate the serial principle in action. The plate opposite
shows the opening of his Symphony (1928), arranged to display
the serial structure. The music is, typically for Webern,
constructed as a four-part canon, each part of which begins with
a statement of the series in a different form. It is not difficult to
follow how each part of the canon continues with successive
serial forms, each new form starting on the final two notes of
the last.

Works of this kind are apt to stimulate the accusation that
serial composition is somehow mathematical or mechanical,
and indeed the method was subject to such attacks from the
first. Yet many of Webern’s earlier, non-serial works show
similarly intricate planning, and a great deal of the polyphonic
music from Guillaume de Machaut to Johann Sebastian Bach 1s
no less highly organized. Indeed, Webern was creatively
influenced by the Netherlandish polyphonicschool of the early
sixteenth century.

Serialism is not a style, nor is it a system. It simply provides
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The opening of Webern’s Symphony redrawn to show the four-part
canonic structure: the second and fourth lines mirror the first and third
respectively, in instrumentation as well as in melodic shape. Moreover, all
four lines are related, in that they all use forms of the same basic series.

the composer with suggestions, suggestions in many ways less
restrictive than the conventions of diatonic harmony or fugal
composition. As Schoenberg insisted, ‘one uses:the series and
then one composes as before’, which for Schoenberg could only
mean ‘as the great Austro-German composers always have
done’. Once he had established the method, Schoenberg found
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Schoenberg’s autograph of the beginning of his Piano Suite, the first work in
which he used twelve-note serialism throughout. This is freer, more
dramatic music than Webern’s, being based on the perpetual development of
small motifs.



it possible to compose serially with freedom, and he rejected the
notion that serialism was a constructivist’s dream: ‘My works
are twelve-note compositions’, he wrote, ‘not twelve-note
composttions.’

Schoenberg naturally emphasized the continuity of tradition
in serialism, since it was in order to ‘compose as before’ that he
had introduced the method. Serialism offered the means by
which a return to instrumental composition was possible, for it
was ‘an organization, granting logic, coherence and unity’. In
the period between the breakthrough into atonality and the
emergence ofserialism Schoenberghad written only atew works
without words, none after the Six Little Piano Pieces of 19171.
Significantly, the development of the serial method came about
in three almost purely instrumental compositions: the Five Piano
Pieces, the Serenade for septet (with a bass voice in one
movement) and the Piano Suite, all composed between 1920and
1923. Of these the Suite was the first fully twelve-note serial
piece, the others including non-serial movements as well as
movements based on series of more or fewer than twelve notes.

[t was not enough for Schoenberg, however, that serialism
provided ‘an organization’ for the composition of substantial
mstrumental movements: the new rules must be applied to the
construction of forms and textures in the old manner. The
daring freedom of rhythm, phrasing, form and orchestration
Schoenberg had achieved in his atonal works was now
constrained as he returned to composing ‘as before’: on the
plane of structure, indeed, his first serial works are clearer and
sharper than anything in his earlier output. In his tonal
compositions of 1899—1906 he had attempted new weldings of’
different movement-types into continuous forms, but now he
used the established patterns, if with considerable modifi-
cations. The Piano Suite is a suite after the Baroque fashion, and
it was followed by a Wind Quintet (1923—4) with the four
movements of chamber-music tradition: sonata, scherzo and
trio, ternary slow movement and rondo finale.

Schoenberg’s ‘backsliding’, which has often been criticized
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by later composers, may be accounted for in several ways. In the
first place, serialism had been developed precisely so that a
traditional style of composition would again be possible: it is
hardly surprising that its arrival should have been accompanied
by the resurgence of traditional forms. At the same time,
Schoenberg may have experienced the need to escape from the
deep psychological self-probing of atonal expressionism, a need
both personal and public, for such intense self-examination
cannot have been less harrowing for the composer to carry out
than it was and is for the audience to witness. Furthermore,
lucidity and structural clarity were required if Schoenberg was
ever to achieve his aim of showing that atonality could
encompass expression of a lighter kind: having found the
method he worked hard at displays of musical humour in the
Serenade, the Piano Suite, the Suite for septet and the comic
opera Von heute auf morgen (‘From today to tomorrow’, 1928—
9). He may also have taken up the old forms to prove that he
was indeed creating ‘twelve-note compositions’ and to give his
audience something familiar in an unfamiliar sound world.
Finally, of course, Schoenberg’s renewed acceptance of estab-
lished forms corresponds with the Neoclassicism of Stravinsky
and Hindemith: the same irony of stylistic displacement is
there, however latent it may remain.

Schoenberg appears not to have recognized this. He was
mtransigent in his opposition to Neoclassicism, since for him it
was irresponsible of a composer to use the old forms and the old
materials without concern for a traditional harmonic
motivation, whether tonally or serially engendered. While he
was forging a continuation of the great tradition, Stravinsky
and Hindemith were, in his view, merely dipping into the stock
of received musical ideas, and again this was morally
indefensible. In his Three Satires for chorus (1925) he attacked
both Neoclassicism and its leading proponent: ‘Look who’s
beating the drum — it’s little Modernsky! He’s got a wig of
genuine false hair! Makes him look like Papa Bach — he thinks!”
However, showing a breadth of sympathy as characteristic as
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his high moral resolve, Schoenberg admitted in the preface to
his Satires that ‘it is certainly possible to make fun of everything.
... May others find themselves able to laugh atitall more than [
can, since I know, too, how to take it seriously?’

The irony of reappropriation in Schoenberg’s own works of
the early twenties must be assumed, then, to have been
unconscious, or at any rate less conscious than it had been in
Pierrot lunaire. And with succeeding years the distancing
lessened. The Third String Quartet (1927) and the Orchestral
Variations (1926—8) show a more intimate liaison between form
and content, a decreased obedience to models of the past, and
this was a developing tendency in Schoenberg’s serial works of
the thirties and forties: again there is a parallel with Stravinsky
and the greater smoothness of most of his later Neoclassical
scores.

In the early thirties, however, Schoenberg created two works
which, whether he realized it or not, show how far he had
travelled from the tradition he held dear. Both are
arrangements, the Cello Concerto after a harpsichord concerto
by the mid-cighteenth-century composer Georg Matthias
Monn and the String Quartet Concerto after a concerto grosso
by Handel. But in both Schoenberg goes a long way beyond
simple orchestration, ‘improving’ the originals with elaborate
redevelopment, adding contrapuntal detail, updating the
harmony to that of Brahms and providing brilliant in-
strumentation. The spirit of Pulcinella is not far away.

These recompositions led Schoenberg back to composing
original tonal works again, and for the rest of his life he
continued occasionally to write pieces somewhat in the style of
his First Chamber Symphony, a style which he regretted having
abandoned so swiftly. He also belatedly completed the Second
Chamber Symphony which he had begun soon after the first, in
1906. This simultaneous cultivation of different styles was the
action of a man more reactionary than radical, a man who
perhaps needed to assure both his audience and himself that he
could still compose in the old style, a man who, quite simply,
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sometimes had good diatonic ideas which he wanted to work
out. It was not a case of adopting different masks in the manner
of Stravinsky, for both his tonal and his serial style belonged
completely to him, and the choice of style was dictated solely by
the nature of the musical idea.

Schoenberg, perhaps more than any other artist, recognized
the weighty problems involved in being true to an idea, of
avoiding corrupting the initial conception in its artistic
realization. That, though he himself denied it, can be seen as
part of the matter of his opera Moses und Aron (1930—32). Here
Moses is the man gifted with a vision, that of the unfathomable
Jewish God, but he lacks the verbal skills to communicate that
vision to his people. Aaron can make the vision known and
acceptable, but only at the cost of compromise with what the
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‘The Dance around the
Golden Calf” from
Schoenberg’s opera
Moses und Aron i the
Covent Garden
production by Peter
Hall. This orgiastic
sequence of dance, song
and mime takes up a
large part of the opera’s
second act.

Moses and Aaron in the
Covent Garden
production of
Schoenberg’s opera. : -

people expect: wonder and spectacle. The metaphor is,
however, more deeply religious and philosophical in meaning.
Beyond the problem of communication the opera is about
finding a way to God through obedience, prayer and steadfast
commitment to truth. Schoenberg completed the work’s text
and the music of the first two acts, but the third remained unset,
despite repeated attempts and statements of intention. Perhaps
he felt himself unable to compose adequate music for Moses’
final declaration of the ultimate goal, ‘unity with God’: Die
Jakobsleiter, which Schoenberg also always hoped to finish, was
left incomplete with the argument at a similar stage.
The whole of Moses tnd Aron as it stands, nearly two hours of
music, is based on a single series, used with the mastery of
variety foreshadowed in the recent Orchestral Variations. In a
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Drawing of Webern
by Hildegard Jone,
who provided
Webern with texts
for all his later vocal
works. The musical
extract is from one of
those works, the
Second Cantata

(1941-3).

sense serialism was the most appropriate possible technique for
the opera, since the series is an idea which can be represented in
music only partially, its possible forms being infinite, just as
Jehovah is infinite: the voice in the burning bush, heard at the
beginning of the work, is only one representation of him. This
Platonic view of the series may not have been in Schoenberg’s
mind, but it certainly appealed strongly to Webern.

Unlike Schoenberg, Webern had continued to compose
atonal works after the crisis years of 1910—14, though his output
had been limited to songs, usually with accompaniments for a
tew instruments. In this form his vulnerable lyricism, his
delicate counterpoint and his improvisatory feel for melody,
rhythm and instrumentation had come to full development,
particularly in the Six Trakl Songs for voice with pairs of
clarinets and strings (1917—21). When he took up the serial
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method, the first composer after Schoenberg to do so, his style
changed very little initially, though like Schoenberg he found
that he could now return to instrumental composition. His first
important instrumental piece for thirteen years was the String
Trio (1927), and the great change in his style came after this
work, with the Symphony.

Here Webern’s music suddenly becomes lucid and closely
controlled, its textures canonic, its forms clear and symmetrical.
It is as if he had recognized in a belated flash the capacity of the
series for assuring a coherence more all-embracing even than
that which had been achieved by the sixteenth-century
polyphonists he so much admired. Like a plainsong fragment in
a Josquin mass, the series could be endlessly reinterpreted; and as
a prescription for a work it was still more complete. Webern
understood the series as a ‘law’: in one of his letters he writes of
his compositional processes and then notes that the Greek nomos
means both law’ and ‘melody’. Asalaw, as an ideal ordering of
the chromatic universe of sound, the series could give rise to an
abundance of coherently related shapes, just as the laws of ice
structure can generate a whole variety of similar but different
snow crystals. Webern expressed this in writing of his late
Orchestral Variations: ‘six notes are given . . . and what follows
.. . is nothing other than this shape over and over again!!!” (six
notes and not twelve, since the series itself is symmetrical in this
work, as in most of Webern’s pieces from the Symphony
onwards). For Webern the series was an instance of Goethe’s
‘prime phenomenon’, ‘ideal as the ultimate recognizable thing,
real when recognized, symbolic, since it embraces every case,
identical with every case’.

Unlike Schoenberg and Berg, Webern never returned to
non-serial composition nor broke the rules. If anything, he
made them more restrictive with his symmetries within the
series. The resulting limitation of interval content strengthened
the harmonic coherence of a work, while the symmetries made
his series particularly appropriate for the imitative textures and
mirror forms in which he delighted. In the Symphony the
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A detail from Webern’s sketches
for his Concerto. The work’s
series is written out at the top;
then come two of several
attempts to make musical use of
the series, the first scored for flute,
celesta, harp and glockenspiel, the
second for clarinet, trumpet, harp
and flute.

canonic first movement is succeeded by a palindromic set of
variations, and similarly tight forms exist in most of Webern’s
late works. They arose in part from his desire to emulate the
perfect forms of flowers and mineral crystals; as he wrote,
‘between the products of nature and those of art no essential
difference prevails’. But his approximation to nature was not
just a matter of form: the cool colour and the limpidity of
Webern’s late music suggests the ambience of the Austrian Alps
he loved, and there is support for the connection in his
sketchbooks. Against a projected concerto movement, for
example, he writes: ‘(Dachstein, snow and 1ce, crystal-clear air,
cozy, warm, sphere of the high pastures) — coolness of the first
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spring (Anninger, first flora, primroses, anemones (hepatica,
pulsatilla)).’

From a different perspective, however, Webern’s precise
forms and textures can be seen as products of Neoclassicism.
With Schoenberg he had returned to structural models from the
past, even if he often combined them in his own closely knit
forms: one movement from his First Cantata he described as ‘a
scherzo form that came about on the basis of variations, but still a
fugue!” His Concerto for nine instruments (1934) is a twentieth-
century Brandenburg, and the two cantatas, though he likened
the second to a Renaissance mass, have much in common with
the church cantatas of Bach, piety included. It is the radical
newness of Webern’s style that makes his Neoclassicism
unobtrusive, as unobtrusive as that of Bartok, who was at the

The opening of Webern’s Concerto as it finally emerged. The passage
sketched opposite is now scored for flute, oboe, clarinet and trumpet.
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Berg at the time of
his first major serial
work, the Lyric Suite
for string quartet.

Scene from Berg’s
opera Lulu (Zurich,
1963).
same time adapting Baroque devices in the construction of
symmetrical forms. Very different though their styles were,
Webern and Bartdk stood apart from their Neoclassical
contemporaries in the integral relatedness of their music.
Webern’s fellow student Berg took to serialism less readily
and never with anything like Webern’s strictness. Moreover,
his first serial essay, a song, was on a series containing all the
eleven possible intervals, not one with Webern’s symmetries
and consequent restrictions. Having proved to himself that he
could use the method, Berg went on to use the same series for
his Lyric Suite for string quartet (1925—6) and then set about
writing a second opera. He decided to make his own conflation
from the two Lulu plays of Frank Wedekind, in which the
central character is a pure animal woman who, without her
willing it, leads all she attracts to their doom.
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Berg’s letters to Schoenberg and to Webern indicate that he
found serial composition slow and arduous, but he discovered
his own way forward by a complex and unorthodox
development of the method, working with several different but
related series and combining serial operations with the rich
tonal harmony which had never been wholly absent from his
music. These techniques were adumbrated in the Lyric Suite,
where serial and non-serial movements are united by the
pervasive, ominous weight of tonal infiltration. In the opera
Lulu the effect of Berg’s half-tonal serialism is an over-ripe
schmalzy quality, to which the sounds of saxophone and
vibraphone add a contemporary decadence.

Work on Lulu was interrupted while Berg wrote two works
to commission: the concert aria Der Wein for soprano and
orchestra (1929), which surrounds three poems of Baudelaire
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with cabaret-tinged music in the manner of the opera, and the
Violin Concerto (1935). This last work of Berg’s, subtitled ‘to
the memory of an angel’, was composed as a sort of requiem for
the eighteen-year-old daughter of Mahler’s widow, and here
again Berg used the series to gather in the potentially sprawling
anarchy of his Mahlerian harmony, just as he had used intricate
formal schemes and numerology to avoid the structural collapse
which threatens all his works. His atonal Chamber Concerto for
piano, violin and thirteen winds, for instance, is full of triple
formations, intended to pay homage to the trinity of the Second
Viennese School. If such musical games supported Berg’s form,
they cannot be said to have limited his expressiveness; rather
they seem to have been essential to it. The traditional forms used
in the Lyric Suite act to contain and enhance psychological
developments, as in Wozzeck: indeed, the piece was described as
a ‘latent opera’ by Theodor Wiesengrund-Adorno, the
philosopher-musician who took a deep interest in the work of
Schoenberg and his pupils, and Berg himself said that it
expressed ‘a submitting to fate’. Like almost all of his music
since Wozzeck, the Lyric Suite appears to have been a
preparation for the second opera, just as his earlier works seem
to have laid his path towards the first. At his death, however, the
third and final act of Luli remained unfinished.

While Berg was working on his late serial-tonal com-
positions, Schoenberg was keeping the two styles separate; but
later he did try various kinds of combination, if never with
Berg’s indulgent opulence. In the Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte
for Sprechgesang vocalist, piano and string quartet (1942) he
adjusted the rules of serialism to admit frank references to E flat
major, the key of Beethoven’s Napoleonic ‘Eroica’ Symphony,
and in the Piano Concerto (also 1942) he chose a series which
would allow certain approximations to diatonic harmony. He
sccms to have recognized that serialism did not after all
guarantee what he had hoped for, a harmonic ordering as
coherent and as versatile as that provided by the major-minor
system. Webern had overcome the problem by a close
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Schoenberg in later life.
He returned in these
last years to the moral
and religious issues of
man’s relationship with
God which he had
tackled in Die
Jakobsleiter and Moses
und Aron, both works
which he was unable to
complete.

restriction of harmony, Berg by retaining a hold, however
uncertain, on tonal practices. Yet neither of these solutions
appealed to Schoenberg: the first was too limiting, the second
too abandoned. And so he went on in search of his own answer.
In his Violin Concerto and Fourth Quartet, both completed in
1936, he tried to establish serial analogies for diatonic functions,
and in his String Trio (1946) he produced an astonishing serial
return to the wildly varied style of his expressionist works,
where emotional vehemence had rendered less vital the need for
harmonic coherence. Yet on his death his call was for what had
eluded him: ‘Harmony! harmony! . .
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The modern world

3

‘Supposing times were normal’, Schoenberg once wrote,
normal as they were before 1914 — then the music of our time
would be in a different situation.” Of course, the modern
movement in music had begun before the first world war, in
those few years after 1908 when Schoenberg had begun
composing without theme or tonality, when Stravinsky had
introduced a new conception of rhythm, and when similarly
radical departures had been made by Debussy, Bartok, Berg
and Webern. But these revolutions had come about on the basis
of tradition, as extrapolations of tendencies already present in
western music. After the war things were indeed different.
Neoclassicism, in its eclecticism and its irony, demonstrated
how severe was the break with the past which the earlier
revolutions had made, and even Schoenberg’s late tonal works,
heavy with nostalgia, looked to an age irrevocably lost.

For some, however, the cut was to be welcomed: a new
music was needed to voice the new age. Again, this attitude had
surfaced in that period of artistic upheaval immediately before
the war, present in the music, but more particularly in the
manifestos, of the composers associated with the Italian artistic
movement of Futurism. Marinetti’s initial statement of 1909 —
‘...aroaring motor car . . . is more beautiful than the Victory of
Samothrace . ..” — was followed by equally bold resolutions on
musical revolution by the Futurist musicians. By 1913 even
Debussy was echoing the sentiment: ‘Is it not our duty’, he
asked, ‘to find a symphonic means to express our time, one that
evokes the progress, the daring and the victories of modern
days? The century of the aeroplane deserves its music.’

Luigi Russolo (1885-1947), the most persistent and
influential of the Futurist composers, also called for a music that
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Front cover designed by Boccioni for one of the few published Futurist
works, Pratella’s orchestral Musica Futurista (1912).



would relate to the sounds and rhythms of machines and of
factories, an ‘art of noises’ which must be strident, dynamic and
cagerly in tune with modern life. To this end he built a number
of ‘intonarumori’ (noise intoners), which were mechanical
contraptions designed to produce a varicty of exploding,
crackling, rubbing, buzzing noiscs. They were demonstrated in
[taly and in London before the war, but it was not until they had
been exhibited in Paris, in 1921, that they began to receive wide
and serious attention, not least from Stravinsky, Honegger and
Varese. Russolo was not, however, a trained musician — he had
begun his Futurist activities as a painter — and his compositional
expertise scems not to have matched his ideas. He continued his
experiments until around 1930 but then lost interest and left his
machines in Paris, where they were destroyed during the second
world war. All that was to remain of his endeavours was a
single, scratchy 78 rpm record.

A decisive fresh start had, however, been made, and ‘machine
age’ music was soon all the rage, particularly in Paris. George
Antheil (1900—59), an expatriate American, caused a sensation
there in 1926 with his Ballet mécanique, scored for the bizarre
forces of cight pianos, eight xylophones, pianola, two electric
doorbells and aeroplane propeller. Honegger’s Pacific 231 of
1923, an orchestral picture of a moving locomotive, was
another Parisian offshoot of Futurism, though in the terms of a
symphonic poem for conventional orchestra, and there is
perhaps some Futurist influence to be detected in Stravinsky’s
percussion scoring of the quite un-Futurist Les noces.

In the new Soviet state, too, Futurist ideas reached those
composers who were allied with the Constructivist movement
and who could defend their aesthetic stance as one of allegiance
to the urban proletariat. The factory ballet Steel by Alexandr
Mosolov (b. 1900) was only the most celebrated of many
attempts to create appropriate music for a workers’ state of new
hope and determination. Back in Paris, the vigour of the young
Soviet Union was celebrated in Prokofiev’s ballet Le pas d’acier
(‘The steel step’), produced by the Diaghilev company in 1927,
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Boccioni dating from 1912.

Russolo conducting his
‘intonarumori’ in a concert at the
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and it was this work that best proved the power of Parisian-
Soviet modernism.

However, the man who most profitably followed up the
Futurists’ delight in urban sounds was Edgard Varése (1883—
1965). Trained in Paris, he had had his musical horizons
broadened by contact with artists in Berlin. He had been able to
introduce Schoenberg’s music to Debussy, and he had been
closely acquainted with Busoni, whose Sketch of a New
Esthetic of Music probably had more influence than the
Futurists on his revolutionary ideas. In 1915 he emigrated to the
USA, leaving behind most of his works, which were
subsequently lost or destroyed, but taking with him Busoni’s
ideas and the recent experience of The Rite of Spring, Jeux and
Schoenberg’s Five Orchestral Pieces. And with him the centre
of the most radical new music moved from Europe, which had
seen the premieres of these three scores in 1912—13, to New
York.

Varese’s first American composition, a piece for an orchestra
of 142 players, was called Amérigues to signify its athirmation of
‘new worlds on the earth, in the sky, or in the minds of men’.
Though bearing traces of Stravinsky, Debussy and Schoenberg,
it was a strikingly new contribution, a work of gargantuan
cumulative energy yet with gentler echoes, a melt from which
Varese was to extract ideas and possibilities for his later works.
Above all, the power and fascination he had discovered in the
percussion was to continue to occupy him. In the elaborate
percussion writing of Amériques he was perhaps following the
example of Russolo, but he did not build his own instruments
and he was critical of the Italian’s reliance on coarse imitations
of everyday noises. For him the percussion brought dynamic
force, emphatic attacks and the means to create a rhythmic
tramework beneath the bolder sounds of woodwinds and brass.
And in his Ionisation (1929—31) he created one of the first
western works for percussion alone.

The immediate successor to Amériques was, however, a five-
minute concentration of his new techniques in Hyperprism,
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Edgard Varese; silverpoint
drawing by his friend
Joseph Stella dating from
1921. In that year Varese
completed his first work
written in New York, the
orchestral Amériques.

scored for a small orchestra of two high woodwinds, seven brass
and several percussion players. This instrumentation is
characteristic: Varese disliked string instruments, preferring the
urgent penetration of woodwinds in the top register, the
splendour of brass and the propulsive power of percussion.
Equally characteristic is the streamlined quality of the piece.
Hyperprism is, like the post-Futurist works of Soviet and
Parisian composers, a product of the urban milieu; but though
there are references to the sounds of the city, most obviously in
the use of a siren, the piece achieves its effect more by reflecting
than by representing the speed and brusque vitality that New
York in the twenties must have presented to a man brought up
in provincial France before the coming of the motor car.
Hyperprism caused an uproar at its first performance, which
took place in New York in 1923, but there is no reason to
suppose that Varése was being deliberately provocative in the
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Front cover of the first
edition of Varése’s
Hyperprism. Its premiére in
New York had provoked
outrage, but the London
publisher Keith Curwen had
been sufficiently impressed to
accept it into his catalogue.

manner of the Futurists. His startling sounds were meticulously
planned and shaped; there is finesse even in his ferocity. As for
the pseudo-mathematical title, certainly that was intended as a
bald declaration that a new age in music was beginning, an age
of scientific impulse to contrast with the pastoral and literary
evocations of Romanticism. But Varese foresaw the new era as
one of sophistication, not barbarism, when music might benefit
trom technological advance and keep pace with scientific
thought. Undoubtedly he was seduced by the magic and
mystery of science; he had more sympathy with the late-
medieval necromancer Paracelsus, from whose writings he
took an esoteric inscription for his second large orchestral work,
significantly entitled Arcana, than he had with Einstein, who
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only wanted to talk to him about Mozart. Nonetheless, he did
recognize that technology had a great deal to offer the creative
musician, and he kept pressing for new, versatile sound-
generating machinery.

He had been doing so, indeed, ever since his arrival in
America, and 1n 1939, after contacts with acousticians,
electronics engineers and instrument builders, he was able to
make an astonishingly far-seeing prediction of the possibilities:
‘And here are the advantages [ anticipate from such a machine:
liberation from the arbitrary, paralyzing tempered system; the
possibility of obtaining any number of cycles or, if still desired,
subdivisions of the octave, consequently the formation of any
desired scale; unsuspected range in low and high registers, new
harmonic splendours obtainable from the use of sub-harmonic
combinations now impossible, the possibility of obtaining any
differentiation of timbre, of sound-combinations, new
dynamics far beyond the present human-power orchestra, a
sense of sound-projection in space by means of the emission of
sound in any part or in many parts of the hall as may be required
by the score, cross rhythms unrelated to each other, treated
simultancously . . . —all these in a given unit of measure or time
which is humanly impossible to attain.’

By the time of this statement several electrical sound-
producing machines had been constructed, and Varese followed
their development with interest, though their capacities still fell
a long way short of his needs. The pioneer here was Thaddeus
Cahill, a Canadian scientist who demonstrated an extraor-
dinarily bulky ‘telharmonium’ in 1906: 1t was this machine that
stimulated Busoni’s hopeful prognosis for electronic music.
Not for another two decades, however, did any useful
mstruments appear, and then there were three rivals: the
‘actherophone’ or ‘thérémin’ developed by the exiled Russian
Leon Thérémin, the ‘ondes martenot’ of the Frenchman
Maurice Martenot and the German Friedrich Trautwein’s
‘trautonium’. Hindemith wrote a concertino for trautonium
and orchestra in 1931, and Varése used two thérémins or ondes
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Léon Thérémin (left) giving an early demonstration of the electronic
instrument which he developed in 1924. Its sound production was controlled
by movements of the hand around the upright pole.




martenots in his Ecuatorial of 1934, where they add intensity to
the imprecatory demands of a Maya incantation set for bass
voices, brass, percussion and organ. Both Hindemith and
Varése were at the same time investigating how the
gramophone record might become a creative medium,
enabling the composer to synthesize clectronic music directly,
without instruments of limited capacity and dependent on
human skills. But advances in that direction would have to wait
until the tape recorder had become available after the second
world war.

Even if there were more electrical instruments than
composers with an active interest in writing for them, Varcse
was not alone in making radical departures, certainly in New
York. In the twentics and thirties the city was the scene of
musical innovation on all fronts. The music of Ives was
beginning to be known, and new compositions could be heard
at the concerts of Varese’s International Composers’ Guild or
those of the League of Composers, at Stokowski’s evenings
with the Philadelphia Orchestra or at the Copland—Sessions
Concerts. Young composers could express their ideas in the
journal Modern Music, receive encouragement from the critic
Paul Rosenfeld and have their scores published in the New
Music Edition run by Henry Cowell (1897-1965).

Cowell was a central figure in what became known, in
approval or castigation, as ‘modern’ or even ‘ultra-modern’
music. While still a boy he had shown an unconstrained
experimental approach to composition, such piano pieces of his
as The Tides of Manaunaun (1912) asking the performer for the
first time to play clusters, i.c. large groups of adjacent notes
depressed with the fist, palm or forearm. He soon went on to
explore the inside of the piano, requiring the player to pluck,
brush or beat the strings directly in his Aeolian Harp, The
Banshee and other similarly ethereal works. Then, in several
compositions of the early thirties, he began to call for free
improvisation, to present scores in which musical segments
might be ordered at will by the performers (as in his Mosaic
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Quartet tor strings) and to demand extremely complex
rhythmic coordination among the musicians of an ensemble.
For the combination of unrelated rhythms he invented a
keyboard percussion instrument, the rhythmicon, which
Thérémin built for him, and all the time he continued to work
energetically on behalf of new music as publisher, propagandist
and writer, bringing together his compositional discoveries in
his book New Musical Resources (1930).

Among the composers published in Cowell’s New Music
Edition were Ives, Schoenberg and Webern, the music of the
American pioneer now coming as a confirmation of radical
experiment rather than exerting any great influence, while the
Europeans could be taken as examples in a manner that would
have surprised them. The most Schoenbergian of the New
York composers was Carl Ruggles (1876-1971), with his tough
exercises in dissonant counterpoint. Yet his heroic statements,
such as Suntreader, have a pounding energy that is very
American, and even his sinuous polyphonies are not developed
at anything like Schoenbergian length. Quasi-serial methods
were used by Ruth Crawtord Seeger (1901—53), notably in her
String Quartet of 1931, but again the results are quite un-
European: hers is music of abstract speculation, sometimes
contamed i rhythmic structures arising from numerical
patterns. The New Music Edition published both Crawford
Seeger’s Quartet and Ruggles’s Suntreader, and it also had room
tor energetic Latin American scores, such as Ritmicas for
percussion ensemble by the Mexican Amadeo Roldan
(1900-39).

One of the principal virtues of the New Music Edition was its
lack of exclusivity, and in this it stood for Cowell’s approach to
music. Varese saw himself as the torchbearer of a new period in
music, a new kind of composition which might draw some
sustenance from the past (medieval and Baroque music, Berlioz
and recent predecessors in his case) but which was essentially
new and expressive of his own times — so new, and so scientific,
that the term ‘organized sound’ was to be preferred to ‘music’.
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Henry Cowell towards the
end of his life. He was
responsible for stimulating
experiment i American
music and for numerous
mnowvations in his own
enormous output.

Cowell was not at all so concerned with progressive polemics.
For him music was now an open field where any resource, any
experiment, any tradition (including, most definitely, exotic
and ethnic traditions) might prove of value. Such an casy-
going, open-minded attitude seems to have been a product of
the West Coast, for it was shared by Cowell’s fellow
Californians Harry Partch (1901—74) and John Cage (b. 1912).

Partch abandoned traditional composition in 1928 for a hobo
existence, building his own instruments, often from found
objects, and tuning them to a scale of forty-three notes to the
octave in just mtonation (as opposed to the conventional
acoustic approximation of equal temperament). This made it
possible for him to use exact intervals, and the effect is
something strange and pure. Partch took issue with almost all
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European music since the Renaissance, propounding a
philosophy of music as a ‘corporeal’ art, a physically involving
experience of sound, word, myth and action. Dance and drama
entered into his work, particularly in the larger pieces he went
on to compose in the fifties and sixties, and the sight of
musicians performing on his weird and beautiful instruments
was meant to contribute to the deliriously exciting effect.

Cage’s disregard of tradition was as complete as Partch’s. He
would have received encouragement towards being naive and
open from his lessons with Cowell, perhaps less from those he
had with Schoenberg, now, in the mid-thirties, a refugee in Los
Angeles. Schoenberg’s verdict was plain: ‘He’s not a composer,
he’s an inventor — of genius.” Among the works Cage invented
before the second world war we<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>